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For а new wave of games 
and tech, everyone's invited 


As a new year in videogames begins, as well as looking to the future we find 
ourselves looking at the past — or at least something that was born there. 
2016 is the year in which fully fledged virtual reality will be reborn (last year's 
mobile-based solutions were just appetisers), with dedicated technology due 
trom Sony, Oculus and Valve/HTC, and its a reworking of a 2001 game 
that has us most excited about the forthcoming revolution. letsuya Mizuguchi's 
Rez has never been short on the ability to transport players to another 
dimension, but in PlayStation VR form the game ascends to new heights as it 
places you inside an audiovisual landscape and delivers sensations capable 
of changing the way you think about videogames. After a visit to Sony's 
PlayStation Experience in San Francisco on p8, we take a trip into the 
spinning vortex of Rez Infinite on р38. Meanwhile on p42 we strap in to play 
the game that will be shipped with every Oculus Rift headset, EVE: Valkyrie. 

Ahead of the introduction of fulHat VR technology, this issue features our first 
review of a Gear VR title in the form ot EVE: Gunjack (р118), which also 
takes its inspiration trom years gone by. Moulding itself after arcade classics 
such as Galaga, CCP's game is one of a torrent оГ ‘turret shooters’ that have 
been spawned by VR's second lease of lite, boiling control down to simply 
moving your head in the direction you want to shoot and pressing a fire 
button. Despite the modern technology at work, it is even easier to play than 
the primitive soace shooters that gave birth to gaming in arcades. 

Which brings us to Capcom's legendary series of fighting games. If you 
were fortunate enough to have been there for Street Fighter II's introduction as 
а coin-op іп 1991, you'll remember seeing a game that felt positively obtuse, 
with three times as many action buttons as many of its fellow machines, along 
with instruction panels that, for once, actually needed о be read. How did 
such a rule-breaking game ever get to be so popular? By being brilliant, 
obviously. On p62 we find out how Capcom plans to take its series to an 
even bigger audience by making it more welcoming to players of every stripe. 
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The benefit 
of Experience 


Sony's second PlayStation Experience shows more 
love for fans, and more reliance than ever on indies 


he Moscone Center is not normally 

quite so hyperactive. We know this 
venue best as the home of the Game 
Developers Conference. For a few 
days every March this San Francisco 
convention centre is filled with the great 
and good of the dev scene, a relaxed, 
cool, restrained game of Business Card 
Swapsies and Count The Fedora, 
attendees saving the raucousness for 
the next night of parties. Yet the 2,000 
PlayStation fans who got to the Moscone 
early enough to see Sony's keynote 
session are making one hell of a racket. 
It begins well before the show has even 
started when Vlambeer's Rami Ismail gets 
up from his seat to head outside and is 
spotted by fans and cheered loudly. Thot 
Rami Ismail is lauded for simply being 
Rami Ismail says a lot about PlayStation 
Experience; we feel a little like outsiders 
here. Some may say that Р54% marketing 
tagline can ring hollow, but this is an 
event made purely for the players. 

Well, almost. When some of the most 
committed members of your fanbase are 
sat in the room with you, is it really the 
best time to massrelease a host of indie 
games onto the PlayStation Store? While 
it may have ticked the box for the now- 
mandatory surprise mid-conference 
release, everyone else — not least the 
developers of Nuclear Throne, Fat 
Princess Adventures, Guns Up, Bit Trip 
Collection and the Vita port of Bastion - 
might've been better served by the games 
being spread out across what was a 
quiet Q4 for PlayStation lovers. 

Still, you can see why Sony did it. 
Nothing gets the crowd going like a 
surprise, and this throng was only too 
happy to oblige. One of the weirdest 
cheers came right at the start, in response 
to one of the strangest parts of the whole 
presentation. We suspected Sony would 


LET'S NOT PLAY 
While PSX 2015 

was built first and 
foremost for a 
consumer audience, 
Sony did hew a little 
closer to tradeshow 
conventions at times — 
though it made sure it 
did so in a relaxed, 
friendly way. Panel 
discussions — on VR, 
narrative, the future 
of fighting games and 
so on - were held іп 
the vast keynote 
arena, open to all 

and livestreamed via 
Twitch. In the second- 
floor foyer were more 
discussions and game 
demos, watched by 
knackered showgoers 
slouching in beanbags. 
Elsewhere, you could 
have your photo taken 
with a Nathan Drake 
lookalike or a Dark 
Souls III statue, or 

pet the cat-mouse 
companion from The 
Last Guardian on a 
two-storey-high 
touchscreen, which 
attracted the sort of 
queue you see at the 
bar when the Moscone 
is hosting GDC. 


kick things off with Uncharted 4 — it's out 
in March, after all, and it was at last 
years inaugural PSX that Naughty Dog 
showed the game running for the first 
time. What we hadn't expected was that 
the sum total of footage for a game that 
will be on shelves in less than four months 
would be a single cutscene. Yes, it was 
our first look at the dynamic between 
Nathan Drake and his estranged brother, 
Sam. But it revealed nothing new about 
the game apart from a single mid- 
culscene dialogue choice, which 
prompted another, faintly confused, shout 
from the crowd. While presumably a 
conscious decision to avoid 
a repeat of Uncharted 35 
pre-release marketing, 
which left few setpieces 
unspoiled, it was a 
curiously disappointing 
way to kick things off. 

The theme continued, 
by and large, for the rest of 
the show. While the now- 
realtime Final Fantasy МІ 
Remake is either the best or 
the worst thing ever depending on 
your viewpoint, it was one of few true 
highlights. Once that was out of the way 
it was over to Shelby Cox, SCEA director 
of publisher and developer relations, who 
must've drawn the short straw during an 
early planning meeting. Hers was the 
Contractual Obligations spot, pimping 
DLC for Battlefront and Black Ops Ill 
the latter of which will appear first on 
PlayStation. Cox did her best to couch 
this as being a decision made for the 
players, rather than for the message it 
sends. "All for you guys," she said, with a 
whoop. "All because it makes Microsoft 
look bad" might have been more honest. 

In the continuing absence of the sort 
of firstparty exclusive lineup befitting of 


That Rami Ismail 
is lauded for 
simply being Rami 
Ismail says a lot 
about PlayStation 
Experience 


the biggestselling console in the world, 
Sony continues fo instead secure exclusive 
extras from thirdparties, if only so it has 
something to actually talk about during 
shows like these. Gearbox's please-don't 
calHta-MOBA Battleborn, for instance, 
will launch in May with 25 playable 
characters. On Р54, you can make that 
26, provided you play the open beta on 
PSA — where it will, of course, launch 
first. Gearbox hasn't actually got round to 
designing this bonus yet, but company 
president Randy Pitchtord seemed 
confident enough about it. This, though, 
is a man who remains proud of Aliens 
Colonial Marines and 
took to the stage in a 
quite mesmerisingly awful 
shirt. As if by way of 
distraction he unveiled a 
new Battleborn character: 
a screechy penguin in 
a mech suit called Toby. 
It just about worked. 
Elsewhere, Sony 
seemed to have gone 
over 2014's PSX show 
plan and decided to simply do the same 
stuff again. The Vita port of Bastion 
that launched during this show was 
announced at 20145. Thirdparty 
relations exec Gio Corsi followed up 
20145 surprise news of a Yakuza 5 
localisation with a long-overdue release 
date for it, then announced a localisation 
of Yakuza О. He was joined Юг some 
awkward banter by Tim Schater, who 
announced a remake of Day Of The 
Tentacle at 2014's PSX. This time he 
gave it a release date, then revealed Full 
Throttle Remastered. No doubt he'll be 
back in 2016 with a release date for that 
and the announcement of something else. 
There was a tremendous amount of 
tiller, too, particularly for those whose № 
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interest in games extends beyond the 
PlayStation brand. There was a trailer for 
Don't Starve Together, a free expansion 
to Klei's survival game that PC players 
were playing six months ago. There was 
another for Zodiac: Orcanon Odyssey, 
already a month old on iOS. Bungie 
announced a three-weeklong racing 
event in Destiny that would launch three 
days later. There was a twinsstick shooter 
whose name we've already forgotten, 
and we only just looked it up again. 


It wasn't all bad. Insomniac Games’ 
affable head honcho Ted Price put a 
release date on the charmingooking 
Ratchet & Clank. There was the surprise 
announcement of Ni No Kuni Il: Revenant 
Kingdom, though the apparent absence 
of the first game’s brilliantly Welsh 
sidekick Drippy was keenly felt. And 
Tetsuya Mizuguchi's DattPunk-suited demo 
of PSVR's Rez Infinite (see p38) sent 
attendees of a certain age into raptures. 
Ah, yes, the elephant in the room. 
The imminent arrival of VR is going to 
challenge almost every corner of the 
game industry: how to best make, film, 
market, cover or illustrate it will be some 
of the big questions of 2016. And, as 
this showed, how to demonstrate it, too. 
Dr Richard Marks from Sony's Magic Lab 
certainly talked a good game about the 
innovative way in which his team was 
going to use the three onstage screens 
to showcase a twoplayer VR battle — the 
left and right displays for each warrior's 


view, and thirdperson in the middle. 
Sadly his setup wigged out, his avatar 
tlailing around а bit before slumping 
over, immobile. The audience winced, 
bit its fist, and waited for it all to be 
over. Soon enough it was, Epic Games 
closing out the show by properly 
revealing its new project, Paragon. 
Surprise, surprise — ifs a МОВА. 

The presentation dragged because, at 
the end of a long year of announcements, 
there simply isn't that much new to show 
off. Sony cannot unveil a 
Shenmue lll every three 
months, after all. But the 
point of PSX is not to 
wow the world with 
an E3rivalling suite of 


Joe Public a peek behind 
the curtain, a taste of 
industry life. While we 
raise an eyebrow at an 
outburst of whooping during an E3 press 
conference, here the cheers were honest, 
born of excitement not necessarily at the 
news itself, but of simply being in the 
room for its announcement. While we 
eye tradeshow cosplayers and swag-bag 
carriers with suspicion, at PSX we know 
they're here out of passion, and on merit. 

Similarly, while people can look at the 
distance trom Nintendo to Warner Bros 
on an ЕЗ floorplan and ask if it's really 
worth the bother, here attendees covered 
the whole floor. This wasn't just a matter 
of enthusiasm, however, but also some 


Sadly his setup 
wigged out, his 
avatar flailing 
announcements, its to give around a bit 
before slumping 
over, immobile 


CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT Fans gather for the opening 
of PlayStation Experience's doors; PlayStation VR 
hardware ready for testing; SCEA president and 
CEO Shawn Layden models a T-shirt that could be 
politely described as "borrowed from a friend" 


savvy gamification of the format by Sony. 
Staff were stationed about the place 
handing out one of a 35-strong deck of 
PlayStationthemed collectible cards. 
Attendees signed up for the event using 
their PSN handle, which was then 
implanted in a QR code on their show 
passes. At scanning points, queues 
quickly formed so fans could check in, 
unlocking rewards — avatars, themes and 
discounts — on the PlayStation Store, all 
tracked in a mobile app. There were 
even Trophies to be had. 

The result was that 
every part of the Moscone 
felt busy all weekend, and 
ensured that showgoers 
saw more than just the 
big-hitters. Just as well, 
perhaps, since so much 
tloor space was given to 
games that were already 
out — including Star Wars 
Battlefront, МВА 2K 16 and Destiny — or 
already playable (Uncharted 4% vast 
booth housed a multiplayer demo the 
day after the launch of its multiplayer 
beta, for example]. 

The greatest thrills were to be found 
off the beaten track. Sony might've 
clustered indie games together in tight 
corridors around the periphery of the 
Moscone Center's three floors, but doing 
so betrays how reliant on them the 
biggestselling console in the world has 
become. Perhaps next year it should 
throw them a party, too. Bl 


FINAL FANTASY VII REMAKE 


Developer/publisher Square Enix 
Format PS4 Release TBC 


From the first gameplay shown, Cloud and 
company seem to have picked up some new 

moves from an unlikely stablemate: Lara Croft. 
Early footage shows the group squeezing through 
fallen masonry and ducking under rubble. The 
bigger issue: director Tetsuya Nomura is faced with 
making the game work satisfyingly in episodic form. 


PARAGON 


Developer/publisher Epic Games 
Format PC, Р54 Release 2016 


Epic had been slowly drip-feeding character reveals 
in the run up to the full unveiling of its MOBA at 
PSX. Players can customise the cast of heroes' 
abilities with collectible cards, and both PC and PS4 
players will be able to face off against each other. 
Epic is also promising to support keyboard and 
mouse on Р54 to ensure a level playing field. 


JOB SIMULATOR 


Developer Owlchemy Labs Publisher SCE 
Format PC, Р54 Release 2016 


Another VR offering, Job Simulator was once a star 
of the HTC Vive scene, but it's shaping on up Sony's 
hardware, too. Set in a future where robots have 
replaced humans in the workplace, the titular job 
simulator has been created so that people never 
forget "the glory days of work". Experience being 
a gourmet chef, an office worker, and more. 


BRUTAL 


Developer Stormcloud Games Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 Release 2016 


Amalgamating the aesthetics of Rogue, Tron 
and Platinum's Mad World into one harmonious 
look, Brutal is Stormclouds stylised take on the 
procedurally generated dungeon crawler. The 
fourplayer co-op action game drops its camera 
down close to ASCII levels and characters, but all 
that black can make the action difficult to read. 


RATCHET & CLANK 


Developer Insomniac Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 Release April 12 


An extended gameplay trailer for Ratchet & Clank, 
Insomniac's reimagining of the PS2 original, 
showcased luxuriously beautiful visuals and the 
first time the pair meet. The PS4 game will feature 
new planets, puzzles and boss fights, footage from 
the film, and narration from Captain Qwark, who 
offers a different take on events to the movie. 


HOB 


Developer/publisher Runic Games 
Format PC, PS4 Release TBA 


Torchlight developer Runic Games has traded in 
loot-chasing imp slaying for enigmatic platform 
exploration in the vein of Zelda. Central to your 
world is a metal arm that allows you to push and 
pull blocks, shield yourself, and grapple across 
gaps. The world gradually makes sense as you 
explore new areas and revisit old ones. 


NI NO КОМІ Il: 
REVENANT KINGDOM 


Developer Level-5 Publisher Bandai Namco 
Format PS4 Release TBC 


Level-5 revealed a sequel to its charming PS3 RPG, 
sporting an even more beautiful take on the first 
game's cel-shaded art direction. Composer Joe 
Hisaishi will be returning to score the game, and 
the sequel sees players back at the magical realm 
of Ni No Kuni, and focuses on boy king Evan, and 
a suited visitor from another world called Roland. 


THE MODERN 
ZOMBIE TAXI CO 


Developer Vitei Backroom, Sony Santa Monica Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 Release 2016 


In the event of a zombie apocalypse, it's important 
to maintain your sense of routine. And what better 
way than to continue operating your taxi service? 
The Modern Zombie Taxi Co gives you the chance 
to do that in virtual reality, through PlayStation VR, 
as you ferry around the undead and fend off their 
unwanted attention from the back seat. 


ТООҒТ ROBOT GOLF 


Developer No Goblin Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 Release 2016 


As well as punting balls impossible distances 

with your towering robot, in 700ft Robot Golf you 
can also use your golf club to destroy irritatingly 
placed buildings if your route happens to pass 
through a city. Splitscreen and online modes 

are on offer, and the game can be played in 
realtime mode or as a 'classic' turn-based round. 
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Create New Save? 


How two Texans are setting out to preserve videogaming's 
heritage with America's National Videogame Museum 


F or years now, attendees to America's 
principal two annual videogame 
events, E3 and GDC, will have 
encountered Joe Santulli and Sean 
Kelley's singular historical game 
collection. The exhibit contains not only 
rare and unreleased games, arcade 
cabinets signed by their creators, and 
swathes of fabulous merchandise 
(Nintendo badges, Atari patches and so 
on] but also extraordinarily rare artifacts 
such as a Sega Neptune prototype and 
an Atari Mindlink controller. Now the 
collection, which has taken 25 years to 
assemble, is being made 
public in the form of 
America's first museum to 
codify and celebrate the 
evershifting medium. As 
the National Videogame 
Museum opens its doors, 
they tell us why they're 

so committed to recording 
gamings rich history. 


How would you describe what 
you're doing with the project? 

Joe Santulli 15 America’s first museum 
dedicated to videogames. It’s an 

1 1,000-squaredoot space that aims to 
tell a number of important stories about 
the industry's past and present, while 
offering a glimpse to the future. The 
museum features countless pieces of 
hardware, software, accessories and 
memorabilia, a builtin 80sthemed 
arcade called ‘Pixel Dreams’, and 
halls lined with game systems waiting 
to be played. Visitors can play the 
world's largest home Pong console 

on a 204ooHall retro television. 


"Keeping an 
important segment 
of our culture 

on display for 

the public is a 
primary goal" 


What are the origins of the project? 
And how is it funded? 

Sean Kelley Our team, consisting of 
founders John Hardie, Joe Santulli and 
myself, met in the early 19905 through 
Digital Press, a fanzine dedicated to 
game collecting. By 1999 the team were 
working together on an annual event 
called Classic Gaming Expo, which 
among other things displayed the group's 
collection. In 2002 the team was asked 
to exhibit a 'history of videogames' at 
E3, and in the years since, the museum 
has hit the road and appeared 
everywhere from PAX East 
in Boston to South By 
Southwest in Austin, to 
the Game Developers 
Conference in San 
Francisco. In 2013 the 
city of Frisco in Texas 
offered up the space 

in the Frisco Discovery 
Center that the National 
Videogame Museum now 
occupies. The museum is a non-profit, 
funded through donations and grants, 
ticket sales, membership and events. 


Is the plan to build a collection of 
every videogame that exists, or is 
there another goal beyond that? 

SK We've already built a collection of 
every game, but the museum's collection 
continues to grow every day through new 
purchases, donations and acquisitions. 
The museum's purpose is to share what 
we've gathered over the years - not just 
the physical components, but also the 
knowledge, history and stories we've 
learned pursuing such things. 


FROM TOP Joe Santulli 
and Sean Kelley, two 
of NVM's co-founders 


МИМ 


NATIONAL 
VIDEOGAME 


MUSEUM 


Who is the museum aimed at? 

JS It's for anyone interested in 
understanding the history and 
components that have made the 
videogame industry what it is today. It's 
fair to say that our demographic is the 
same as the demographic for a ‘gamer’, 
but the definition of 'gamer' has evolved 
over the years. Ten years ago, | would 
have never called my grandmother a 
gamer, but given the amount of time she 
spends crushing candy, | could make a 
strong argument for it today. There’s more 
than 30 years of history here at NVM, so 
we expect parents and grandparents to 
teel the nostalgia, but also the kids and 
grandkids will get the chance to discover 
how their favourite characters and games 
came to be — where they came trom, 
what inspired them, and what they used 
to look like. A visit here is meant to be a 
rewarding and informative experience for 
people of any age. 


Why do you think it’s so important to 
preserve gaming's formative history 

in this way? 

SK Like any museum, keeping an 
important segment of our culture on 
display for the public is a primary goal. 
Preserving the physical history of 
videogames has a secondary goal, too. 
The industry has already gone down the 
path of digital distribution. The places to 
go to buy physical copies of videogames 
will dwindle over time. This is an 
important time to take a snapshot of an 
era by preserving its past. In ten years’ 
time, a child playing his or her first game 
system will probably not have the 
experience of inserting a cartridge, № 


This collection of 
suspended consoles 
and monitors looms 
over the museum's 
lobby, offering a taste 
of what lies beyond 
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NVM 


a disc, or a card. We want to make 
those tactile experiences available. 
Videogames have the ability to mark 
important points or milestones in people's 
lives. In much the same way as a person 
25 years ago would remember the 
summer he or she learned how to ride a 
bike, [15 about] remembering the point in 
their lives when they beat Uncharted 2, 
or the winter they found the ‘microscopic 
dot’ in Atari 2600 Adventure. The 
museum will offer the ability, even if just 
for a couple of hours, to relive those 
moments and remember simpler times 
in their lives. For the more hardcore 
collectors, the museum will provide 
access and information that isn't 
available anywhere else. 


In a medium that, unlike many others, 
is iterative in many of its releases, 

how important is it to preserve, say, 
Madden NFL 98 when we have 
Madden NFL 16? 

SK Looking at a long-running franchise 
trom the eyes of a videogame player 
versus the historical signiticance of an 
older year are two very ditferent things. 
It's exactly this kind of franchise that 
documents so well how far we've come, 
what things really matter to a player, and 
the intluence of both technology and the 
evolution of the sport through the series. 
Your example is perfect: why Madden 
982 Did you know that Madden 98 was 
the very last 2D sprite-based game in the 
series? Its greatest competitor that year 
was GameDay 98, which had 3D 
models. Did you know it was the last 
version on the Super Nintendo, Genesis 
and Saturn? The Madden timeline 
highlights the industry's advancements in 
a microcosm, making it exactly the sort of 
thing we want to preserve and display. 


How do you go about sourcing 
materials for the archive? And where 
does the budget come from? 

JS We've been sourcing materials for 
more than 30 years, and the budget 
came primarily out of our own pockets 
over that time, but we've also acquired 
some fascinating rare, sometimes one-oF 
arkind items throughout the years from 
videogame industry pioneers who have 
supported our efforts. 


Santulli and Kelley want visitors to experience the 
tactile nature of old hardware, so Pixel Dreams’ 
cabinets are operated using bespoke tokens 


What are the biggest challenges 
you've come up against? 

JS We'd already built a significant 
archive, so our challenges are often 
finding things that no one else has ever 
seen before. We have a little bit of an 
advantage because we're pretty well 
known in the videogame industry through 
all of our years exhibiting at industry 
trade shows. It means we have the 
opportunity to discuss our ventures with 
industry professionals who have ancient 
development hardware, conceptual 
designs, and, most importantly, stories 
and information that link us fo even more 
leads on these items. 

To answer your question retroactively, 
it we were trying to build a museum 
archive today trom scratch, or by 
building on a modest 
collection, the primary 
challenge would be 
competition for items 
in the archive. Our 
acquisitions were primarily 
done in the prenternet 
days, when hustling, 
driving around and 


making cold calls yielded square feet” 


the greatest gains. Now 

that the entire world is not only intormed 
but also connected, there is an infinite 
number of potential competitors who 
want the same piece you do. 


Modern publishers increasingly revisit 
their back catalogues via re-releases 
- how does the archive fit into that 
landscape? How do you feel about 
publishers doing some of this 

work themselves? 

JS We're finding that publishers are 
getting better at preserving their own 


history, but it took a while for that to 
catch on, and it's still spotty from our 
point of view. We're often called upon 
to provide photos or physical items for 
reference or litigation, and we're always 
happy to help. Since there's no 
requirement, and certainly no accepted 
standard for developers to maintain a 
physical history of their past, we want 

to be around to fill in the gaps. Ideally, 
we'd like to become a neutral, central 
archive point for all developers so that 
we can ensure that no data is left behind. 
In an age where digital distribution is 
becoming more of the norm, we feel 
that it's more important than ever. 


How do you go about choosing 
games for inclusion in the museum? 
SK We estimate that our archive consists 
of well over 100,000 individual pieces 
of hardware, software, accessories, 
memorabilia, publications and 
documentation. We have more than 
15,000 pieces of unique videogame 
and PC software titles alone. When we 
drafted our version of what our ultimate 
museum would be, it was larger than 
40,000 square feet; here, we have 
10,000 square feet to work with. So we 
started to vote and make cuts and even 
combine concepts until we had roughly 
20 'stories', and these 


“Nhen we drafted became the topics of our 


our version of 
what our ultimate 


opening-day exhibits. 

They were chosen 
because we felt they would 
have the greatest interest to 


museum would be, the general public. We left 
it was over 40 000 ° few of the exhibit spaces 
7 


flexible so that we could 
rotate in new concepls or 
celebrate franchises, 
developers, characters and so on as 
their time rolls around. Even the more 
‘hardcoded’ exhibits were built with 
flexibility in mind — our Head-To-Head 
Hall, tor example, features a long row 
of game consoles that one day might be 
used for a Smash Bros tournament and on 
the next day represents a dozen game 
systems that you may have never had 
the chance to play before. We focused 
everything on being able to give our 
guests an opportunity to experience 
something new every time they visit. В 


CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE A stash of Pixel Dreams tokens; the 
Game Boy-focused section of the museum's large collection; 
even an Atari Jaguar pad has nothing on this SNES controller 


Pixel Dreams, the National 


Videogame Museum's on-site 
arcade, is an '80s-focused 


collection that features 
dozens of classic cabinets 


TELLING 
TALES 


Why the stories 
behind exhibits need 


preserving, too 


As well as presenting rare 
artefacts, the NVM team 
is eager to preserve the 
story behind the creation 
of the exhibits, as well 

as their original context. 
“Having experienced 

all of the generations of 
gaming first-hand, we can 
summarise events and 
even provide a unique 
comparison between 
historic and current 
events,” Santulli says. 
“We also have the unique 
ability to share the 
recollections of hundreds 
of programmers, 
developers and even 
CEOs... Often, these 
stories are linked to 
others, and over time 
we've heard some of the 
same accounts told from 
separate participants in a 
completely different way." 


15 


KNOWLEDGE 
WILLIAM PUGH 


hen the Hollywood actor Shia 

LaBeouf invited people to call his 
mobile phone for a chat as part of an art 
project hosted in Liverpool's FACT gallery, 
the 2 l-yearold videogame designer 
William Pugh reacted with typical 
ітеуегепсе. Rather than attempt to speak 
with the actor, Pugh instead posted a 
seemingly innocuous tweet publicising the 
installation. He had, however, changed 
the phone number to his own, thereby 
diverting calls intended for LaBeouf to his 
own home in Halifax, West Yorkshire. 
During the course of the day Pugh 
tielded 80 or so phone calls including, 
amusingly, one from LaBeouf himself. 

The prank is typical of Pugh's 
irreverent approach to life. When he took 
to the stage at the glitzy 
IGF awards in San 
Francisco in 2014 to 
collect an award for The 
Stanley Parable, his first 
game, co-created with 
Davey Wreden, Pugh's 
speech was delivered via 
text scrawled on prompt 
cards, which he dropped 
in front of the cameras, one 
by one, in silence. This rebelliousness is 
evident in his games. The Stanley Parable 
is a smart and insightful exploration of 
player agency while Pugh's latest project, 
the free, tortuously titled Dr Langeskov, 
The Tiger, And The Terribly Cursed 
Emerald: A Whirlwind Heist is a similarly 
postmodern, experimental take on design. 

In the game you play as a stagehand, 
working behind the scenes of a theatre, 
while on the other side of the scenery a 
‘player’ works their way through a live 
game gauntlet. The director, voiced by 
British comedian Simon Amstell, gives you 
directions, chastising you when you take 
too long to act upon his instructions or 


Games will 
eat themselves 


William Pugh, co-creator of The Stanley Parable, 
on the rise of the postmodernist videogame 


“Due to a 
miscommunication, 
| accepted his offer 
of collaboration 
before he even 
extended it” 


misinterpret them to hilarious effect. It's 
a way, in part, to explain bugs and 
glitches in videogames by suggesting 
that they're human rather than coding 
errors, the result of a hapless assistant 
working behind the scenes. 

Dr Langeskov isn't the first videogame 
about videogames. 2015's The Magic 
Circle, created Бу exmembers of the 
BioShock team, offers a wry look at the 
business of modern game creation as 
viewed through the eyes of a QA tester 
who's working for a megalomaniacal 
director. Earlier examples include Eric 
Fredrickson's cult classic Progress Quest, 
a skewering take on the core loop of 
many RPGs, and 2008 Flash game You 
Have To Burn The Rope. Penn & Teller's 
notorious Desert Bus, 

a minigame from the 
unreleased Mega CD 
game Smoke And Mirrors, 
is а test of just how tar 
players will go in 
performing numbingly 
dumb tasks to appease 
the demands of an 

unseen game designer. 

Pugh’s interest in this 
kind of work seems to run deeper than 
most: it's a function of his character and 
approach to lite. As the son of two art 
teachers, Pugh, who describes himself 
as “pretty weird”, has always been an 
imaginative trickster. "I pulled a lot of 
elaborate pranks and, in my own simple 
way, | probably felt like | was doing my 
best to highlight the absurdity of modern 
life via the medium of airhorn placement 
and funny noises." He studied for just two 
weeks at Leeds College Of Art before 
dropping out to make videogames 
fulltime. One of his earliest was a droll 
(and IP-intringing) MMO based on Super 


Mario. Having learned how to make 3D 


William Pugh, 
director of Dr 
Langeskov developer 
Crows Crows Crows 


environments by creating custom levels 
for Team Fortress 2 and left 4 Dead, it 
was a collaboration with Wreden that 
allowed him to bring his subversive eye 
to the realm of commercial videogames. 

Wreden already had a version of 
The Stanley Parable built as a HalHife 2 
mod. Pugh saw a tweet about the game 
in the middle of the night, downloaded it 
and "really, really liked it". He then 
noticed Wreden posting in a forum. "He 
was asking for help with all of the stuff 
that | knew how to do," Pugh recalls. 
"Due to a miscommunication, | graciously 
accepted his offer of collaboration before 
he even extended it. We thought the 
game would take six months. It ended up 
taking two years." For Pugh, the acclaim 
that followed has done nothing to change 
the kind of games he wants to make. It's 
merely given him the resources to, as he 
puts it, “figure it all out”. 

Pugh is a notable figure in modern 
game development, not only because 
of the unusual and interesting work he's 
already made, but also because he cuts 
an authentically anarchic figure in an 
industry that's typically conservative and 
straighHaced. In contrast to the Japanese 
designer Suda5 1's somewhat try-hard 
attempts at presenting а punk persona, 
Pugh, whose dress code might be 
described as hipster highwayman, seems 
like the real deal. He recently burst into 
an оуег21 party in California by hiding 
in a friend's suitcase. "I think | might be 
anarchic because | want to be very sure 
that l'm doing what | want to do — not 
what's expected of me," he says. When 
it comes to what he hopes the audience 
will take from his games, he’s less certain 
or, perhaps, simply wants the work to 
speak for itself. "Don't ask me these 
questions!" he says, before adding, 
"| guess | just want to surprise people." B 


Ringing telephones аге a 
running joke throughout 

Dr Langeskov's 20-minute 
runtime. Pick up the receiver 
and you simply slam it back 
down, much to Amstell's 
increasing dismay 


COMING SOON 
ace memes 


Тһе $һаре уои сопїго! 
starts as the titular cube, 
but becomes ever more 
complicated as you 
progress through the 
stream of procedurally 
generated gates 


MIND THE САР 


Experimental art collective Kokoromi makes the most of virtual geometry 


Superhypercube might be one 
of the vanguard of games 
leading Sony's PlayStation VR 
charge, but it's actually been in 
existence for seven years in one 
form or another. Originally 
conceived for 2008's Gamma3D 
— a game design event curated 
by Superhypercube creator and 
art collective Kokoromi as part 
of the Montreal International 
Game Summit - the game 
requires you to rotate complex 
shapes so that they can fit 
through a series of openings. 
The brief for participants was 
to create games that explored 
whether or not stereoscopy could 
be meaningful to a game's 


design, long before 3DTVs 
struggled to find purchase. The 
collective answer to those 
experiments was 'no'. 

But Kokoromi pushed its own 
design concept further with the 
introduction of rudimentary head 
tracking, and in the combination 
of the two elements found that it 
had alighted on something 
special. When the prospect of 
affordable, powerful home VR 
gained momentum, Kokoromi 
immediately saw the technology 
as a perfect fit for its game. 

Dropping stereoscopic glasses 
in favour of Sony's HMD has 
unshackled the collective from 
its original greyscale aesthetic, 


something Kokoromi has made 
the most of with an explosion 

of neon colour. The look of the 
game was heavily inspired by 
early computer art, classic sci-fi, 
and the minimalist, abstract Light 
And Space art movement that 
originated іп '60s California. 

The original version of the 
game was engineered by Fez 
programmer Renaud Bédard, a 
result of an ongoing collaborative 
relationship between Polytron and 
Kokoromi. That connection has 
led to Polytron becoming the 
publisher of the updated version 
of Superhypercube, which will 
launch alongside PSVR. We'll 
take a closer look in E290. Ш 
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Soundbytes 


Game commentary in snacksized mouthtuls 


“It's great that a luxury 
car brand like Mercedes- 
Benz recognises the 
ability to create 

fun courses and 

share them with others.” 


Was this Mario Kart deal signed on the golf course, NOAS Scott Moffitt? 
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^| don't believe 
there's any real 
meaning... Perhaps 
Mr lwata had meant 
to tell me and then 
never got the chance. 


Nintendo president Tatsumi Kimishima tugs at the heartstrings 
in discussing how the company's new console, NX, was named 


“However you think 
about this, this is 
a negative for 
business... Going 
out of your way to 
make enemies with 
the world has 

no meaning." 


"Unfortunately he 
was informed by а 
lawyer representing 
Konami that he 
would not be 
allowed :o accept 
any awards." 


Geoff Keighley addresses 
Hideo Kojima's absence from 
The Game Awards, where 
MGSV nabbed two gongs 


Former Square Enix president 
Yoichi Wada continues the 
assault on Konami 


ARCADE 
WATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
соіп-ор gaming scene 


: ce IE’. T1500 е 


Game Tekken 7: Fated Retribution 
Manufacturer Bandai Namco 


A surprise announcement at 
Bandai Namco's The King Of Iron 
Fist Tournament 2015, Tekken 7: 
Fated Retribution is described as a 
"true follow-up" to the machine 
that's been in Japanese arcades 
since March. Though it's not quite 
a sequel, Fated Retribution is a 
ground-up revamp of the existing 
game, including improved 
graphics, a completely refreshed 
selection of character outfits, and 
new-look stages. 

More arresting than any of 
those changes, however, is the 
introduction of Street Fighter's 
Akuma to the roster. Tekken 7's 
trailers included a scene in which 
Kazumi Mishima asked a 
mysterious stranger to kill her 
husband, Heihachi, if she were 
unable to go through with it 
herself. Fated Retribution's trailer 
reveals that stranger to be 
Akuma, suggesting he's set to be 
more than just a bonus character. 

The flame-haired brawler will 
also need to feel at home within 
Tekken's individual-limb-focused 
control scheme, too, but perhaps 
work done on the MIA crossover 
game Tekken X Street Fighter 
will help smooth the transition. 
There's no release date set for the 
arcade machine yet, but game 
director Katsuhiro Harada 
has promised that the 
console version that Ші мы 
follows willbe up to | Él 
date with whichever 
version of the coin-op 
is in operation when 
it transitions to living 
rooms in 2016. There 
will be other new 
additions to the 
roster, to be 
announced in 
the interim, 
so perhaps 
we'll see other 
faces from 
Street Fighter 
joining Akuma. 
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rian Limond, better known as 

Limmy, was a web developer before 
gaining notoriety through his website, 
www.limmy.com, and podcast. Following 
appearances in the videogametocused 
online TV show Consolevania and then 
BBC Scotland's followup, Videogaiden, 
he went on to create Limmy’s Show. 
Here, he talks about the urge to create, 
ОТАУ crew woes, and the previously 
unheard-of Commodore Connoisseur. 


In 2008, you uploaded a spectacular 
Guitar Hero Ill Through The Fire And 
Flames performance on expert. Have 
you played World Tour? 

No, | haven't. There's no point. It would 
be like playing my tiveyearold son at 
chess — | would demolish the opposition. 
There's no challenge. It's like when 
Alexander the Great cried when there 
were no more worlds to conquer. 


Do you play with your son often? 

Aye, we play. We've played Fruit Ninja 
a wee bit, and he plays stuff by himself 
on his tablet. But we've played Ultra 
Street Fighter IV together, because | 
showed him some videos and thought, 
‘Right, just as long as | explain to him that 
you can't walk into school or softplay and 
grab somebody like fucking Zangief and 
jump up in the air with them.' | beat him 
now and again just to acclimatise him to 
losing here and there. 


How old were you when you started 
playing games? 

| was sort of there at the very beginning, 
as a five- or ѕіхуеаго!а. | remember we 


had something that was kind of like Pong, 
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My Favourite 
Brian Limond 


The comedian, actor and writer on creating games for a 
laugh, and occasionally beating his son at Street Fighter 


OCH LIMOND 
Along with his own 
sketch show and the 
character he played 

in Consolevania, 
Limond has appeared 
in The IT Crowd and 
enjoyed a regular 
segment in the second 
series of Charlie 


Brooker's Weekly Wipe. 


He won the Comedy 
Entertainment Award 
at the BAFTA Scottish 
Awards in 2013, and 
earlier this year 


released his first book, 
titled Daft Wee Stories. 


Later this month he'll 
be performing his 
sketches on stage 

in Limmy Live! at 
Glasgow's SECC Clyde 
Auditorium from 
January 28-31. 


on the Atari 2600, as well as Pitfall and 
Combat. | played things like Star Wars, 
Space Invaders and Pac-Man in the 
arcades, too, and all of the ‘80s 
Williams classics. Later | had a VIC-20 
and then a Commodore Plus/4 — | used 
to call it a ‘Commodore Connoisseur’. 
I've only recently found out that it was 
just written on the box because of all 

the accessories it came with. Nobody 
tucking corrected me. | also had an 

Atari ST, and I'd go round a pal's house 
who'd have the same games as me but 
on an Amiga, so he'd have more fucking 
sound effects. You'd get hold of a pirated 
copy of Cubase to make 
yourself feel better, but 
you've not got any 
equipment, so it doesn't 
make up for the fact that 
all of these games are 
fucking better on Amiga. 


How did broadcasting 
your own gaming live 
streams come about? 
The fact is I've got a webcam. I've not 
been on it for a while, but | used to go 
on it quite a lot. If it was on the 360, 
which I've kind of ditched for a long time 
now, | don't have the hardware to do all 
the streaming stuff. But because | got 
back into PC games, | thought, well, I'll 


do what | do all the time and stream stuff. 


What made yov return to PC gaming? 
| fell out of love with the 360 when 
Rockstar fucked about with Grand Theft 
Auto V. | used to play a lot with the folks 
in my crew and wanted a lot of money 
quickly. There's this one-minute race, 


ame 


^| just fucking 
loved it! Nothing's 
better than 
double-perfecting 
somebody - that's 
utterly humiliating" 


Cutting Coroners, that we used to do all 
the time, and you got about $8,000 if 
you won. Then Rockstar changed it so 
that even if you won one of the 20-minute 
races, you'd get about half the money 
you'd get if you fucking lost one of the 
shorter ones! So | stopped playing it in 

a huff. | remember moaning about it for 
about ten minutes to two Rockstar North 
guys who were at the Scottish BAFTAs 
once - they were like, "Oh, right... 
Well, we'll pass your feedback on. Bye." 


Do you still dabble in development? 
Aye, | come from a background of web 
development and wee 
Flash games, and I've 
done some jokey games 
in Unity. | like showing off 
and going, ‘Look what | 
made!’ | made a stupid 
wee thing called Jumping 
that's based on a sketch 
that | did on Limmy’s Show. 
ІН see coding on the TV, 
or in something like Indie Game: The 
Movie, I'm like, ‘Oh, fuck, I'd like to get 
back into that.’ There are so many things 
you can get into, but | just don't have the 
time. I'd love to make something again. 


Assuming it's not Jumping, what's your 
favourite game? 

| think it has to be Street Fighter Il. | used 
to go to Millport for my summer holiday 
every year, and they had a machine. | 
used to play cunts all the time at that, and 
| was the best. Nobody could fucking 
beat me. | just fucking loved it! Nothing's 
better than double-perfecting somebody - 
that's utterly humiliating. Bl 


Limond's website used 

to host the Flash games 
he made in the old days, 
but he's since replaced the 
lot with a potty-mouthed 
HTML5-based audio toy 
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teardown 


WEBSITE 


Nintendo controller 


www.bit.ly/ 
controllerteardown 
Nintendo's latest patent, which 
details an oval gamepad 
whose facia is a touch- 
sensitive display, has sparked 
plenty of conjecture over what 
the company's next console's 
controller might look like. But 
hacker and engineer Dave 
Evans is more interested in 
Nintendo's existing designs. 

In his two-part teardown, he 
dismantles the lot (well, nearly 
— the Virtual Boy pad, Power 
Glove and Super Scope are 
omitted), starting with the NES 
controller and finishing with 
the Wii U GamePad. There are 
some fascinating discoveries. 
Did you know, for example, 
that the colours of the SNES 
controller's buttons are noted 
in relief on the inside of the 
facia moulding? Or that the 
early case moulds were 
created extra thick to resist 
kids" rough handling? 


VIDEO 


The Color Of The But as it stands, it's a smart 
Sky In Your World exploration of a vine-growing 
www.bit.ly/ mechanic in which you must 
makingpsychonauts reach beyond the cool shelter 


Following the announcement 
of a Psychonauts sequel, 

2 Player Productions has 
released a three-part 
documentary focused on the 
making of the original game. 
The film features archive 
footage of Double Fine's early 
days in a garage, including 
founder Tim Schafer rolling 
down a ramp on an office 
chair. The team talk about their 
custom-coloured desks, the 
marketing focus-group report 
that described Psychonauts' 
storyline as "unoriginal, 
childish and overly complex", 
and the dark months when 
the studio ran out of money. 


WEB GAME 


Concrete Jungle 
www.bit.ly/ 
concretejungledare 
Concrete Jungle, Robert 
Shenton's Ludum Dare 34 
entry, is far from fully formed 
after 48 hours in development. 


of high-rise city buildings and 
into the sunlight beyond. You 
can move the bud at the top of 
your ever-growing plant left 
and right as you search for 
purchase on satellite dishes, 
fire escapes and washing lines. 
Touch this urban furniture and 
you'll automatically form a 
new anchor point — but extend 
too far without support and 
the weight of the loose stem 
behind you will drag you back 
down. While levels randomly 
generate, Concrete Jungle is 
still the briefest of distractions, 
but it's a promising base 

from which something more 
substantial will hopefully grow. 


THIS MONTH ON EDG 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


CONSOLE 


Pixel Vision 

www.bit.ly/orderpixelvision 

Love Hultén is a craftsman and designer who produces artisan 
videogame consoles and arcade machines. His latest creation is an 
attempt to make one of his handcrafted machines a little more 
affordable, and is called Pixel Vision. The chunky solid-walnut 
clamshell design was inspired by Nintendo's Game Boy Advance 
SP, while Raspberry Pi-based guts can emulate classics from a 
variety of consoles including NES, Atari 2600 and Game Boy. Only 
500 will be made, and many of those have already been snapped 
up during the device's successful Kickstarter campaign, but a few 
dozen remain available and can be ordered from Hultén's website 
for 429 (£310) each. Hey, we did say a little more affordable. 


Shifting gear 

Hideo Kojima has a new 
studio and a new PSA 
game in the works 


Steam clean 
A much-needed clearout 
streamlines our library 


Old hack 
1987 Roguelike 
NetHack gets its first 

update in 12 years 


Keen dev 

Id Software shows off its 
scrappy Super Mario 
Bros 3 pitch for PC 


TWEETS 


| absolutely want to ship a game 
soundtracked entirely by Goo Goo Dolls, Third 
Eye Blind, Blues Traveler, Smash Mouth, etc. 
Steve Gaynor @fullbright 

Writer and lead designer, 

The Fullbright Company 


& 
quit 
Nae fun Drake 
Uncharted 45 PSX 


appearance hinges 
on a dialogue option 


Can we stop a second to realise humanity 
is building a CPU w/ 7nm gate & the only 
thing stopping us go lower is QUANTUM 
TUNNELLING?? 

Guillaume Saby @Sirithang 

Core tech programmer, Splash Damage 


Under 25s 
Bungie offers chance to 
pay twice and play less 


Caught napping 
Wii U continues to 
assert its relevance with 

Napster music streaming 


Questioning my decision to use the variable 
"HJ" as a shortcut to our biped's Head Joint. 
Adam Saltsman @ADAMATOMIC 

Creator, Canabalt 


Why in Fallout 4 has no one tidied 

up a bit in 200 years? | can understand 
areas of wasteland but you'd think 
people would sweep their house. 

Dan Marshall @danthat 

Creator, The Swindle 


Radio silence 
How are we meant to 
be a team if nobody 
switches their mic on? 


E 


Find out about developing your passion at 


Pearsoncollegelondon.ac.uk/gamescourses 
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Dialogue 

Send your views, using 
‘Dialogue’ as the subject 
line, to edge@futurenet.com. 
Our letter of the month 

wins a New Nintendo 

3DS XL, supplied by 

the Nintendo UK store 
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Focus testing 

As someone who's grown up gaming, 

2015 was equal parts spectacular and 
underwhelming for me. I say this because 
the sheer number of blockbusters has been 
incredible, but I haven't seen any of them 
through to conclusion or stuck with them 
beyond the first couple of weeks. I’m not 
citing the hoary old ‘I’m older now and 

have less time to play games due to family 
commitments' excuse (though that does 
factor into things in its own way), but rather 
a lack of any great reason to continue 
squeezing juice out of these games after I 
have experienced the core of what they have 
to offer. Just a cursory glance at the list of 
big releases raises the pulse. 
Star Wars Battlefront, Fallout 4, 
The Witcher IIT: Wild Hunt, 
Metal Gear Solid V: The 
Phantom Pain, Call Of Duty: 
Black Ops III, Batman: Arkham 
Knight and Assassin's Creed 
Syndicate — these are all games 
with astonishingly high 
production values, which offer 
potentially dozens of hours of 
gameplay apiece, and in each 
case I booted them up full of excitement 
about what was to follow. 

But every time the same sense of 
numbing familiarity crept in — both in the 
context of feeling like Га run these same 
errands in slightly different configurations 
countless times before in other games, and 
that the game itself was quickly repurposing 
its own ideas once the basic mechanics and 
tools had been earned and explained to me. 

It's for that reason that Гуе increasingly 
found solace in shorter, simpler games that 
focus on one idea, then burn brightly for a 
short amount of time. Games like Her Story, 
The Room 3 and Everybody's Gone To The 
Rapture. They might not offer me a big 
sandbox and the keys to the city, or provide 
incredible singleplayer campaigns riddled 
with barely interactive set pieces, but their 
narrower focus means that there's no time 


“I've increasingly 
found solace in 
shorter, simpler 
games that focus 
on one idea, then few other games he likes, (оо, 


burn brightly” 


TCHES 
UARY 


for their brilliance to wear thin, and less 
chance for me to get bored of repeating my 
actions over and over again. 

Richard Perry 


The open-world game does seem to have 
settled into something of a rhythm, true. 
But can't you have both? Find one thing you 
enjoy in those sprawling productions, and 
just do that? What would that be like? If 
only someone would write in to us about it. 


Parental controls 

I read your piece on Fabulous Beasts with 
great interest. I have a two-year-old son 
and, like any self-respecting 30-something 
father, I’ve been trying to get 
him into Bloodborne, Halo and 
Trials. He actually quite enjoys 
the latter, since he's able to 
hold the accelerator button 
while I gently intervene and 
rotate the bike so that it's 
wheel-side down. There are a 


like Peggle, Geometry Wars and 
Flower. In all cases, he focuses 
on a single input — firing the 
ball, controlling the thrusters or, both 
within and without the game, wind creation 
— while I take care of the navigation. 

At least, I do when he doesn't yell *no!" 
and snatch the pad away with an angry little 
frown. All of these games are similar in that 
they offer a relatively simple control scheme, 
and all except Flower only require you to 
worry about a single plane of movement. 

Reading about Fabulous Beasts in E288 
reminded me of the frustration I feel when 
my son tries to play the games he wants to. 
I know already that he would love the blocks 
and colours of Fabulous Beasts, but the 
dexterity that it would require to play is 
currently beyond him. That’s not the 
developer’s fault, of course, but I do find 
myself desperately wishing that developers 
would include a ‘toddler mode’ in any game 
for which that would be a good fit. 


Му son would happily sit and accelerate 
bikes in Trials all day, if they'd just jump 
and land and stick to the track all on their 
own. The same is true of Geometry Wars — 
he loves making the enemies explode, but 
without my involvement it's game over for 
him in 30 seconds, even on the easiest 
difficulty. An invincible ship moving around 
the play area on its own would be all that he 
needed to take charge and not have his 
annoying father keep reaching for his 
controller. Even Peggle is too much for him, 
as he loves to fire the balls but can't work 
out how to aim the launcher yet — easily 
fixed by a mode in which the launcher 
keeps moving from side to side. 

Most of the games aimed at his age group 
fail to interest him (or, for that matter, me), 
and he clearly wants to replicate what I’m 
doing. Soon, this will no longer be my 
problem, as he'll be old enough that we can 
play Minecraft together at last. But it does 
seem to me that there's an unfortunate dead 
zone for budding players aged two to three 
who are just starting to get their gaming 
chops in place but are presented with few 
options to help them develop those skills. 
Jason Evans 


Surely developers don't cater to players of 
that age because they're too young to buy 
their own games — or coherently pester 
parents into buying them — and are also 
pretty busy mastering the fundamentals of 
real-world movement and communication 
to worry about the virtual equivalents. 
Give it time, hmm? Before long you may be 
worrying that he's playing them too much. 


Interest-free moan 

Му take on 2015? Every game has felt like 
catching a meteor as it comes crashing into 
Earth's surface. So bright and shiny from 
afar, but it burns the hand on the initial 
touch. Every triple-A game came in hot and 
semi-stable upon release this year. It makes 
sense: these games are overflowing with 
gigabytes, and have so many moving pieces. 


I stopped buying games on release this year, 
because why should I? What's the incentive 
for playing a game the day it comes out if 
experience tells me it will be unstable from 
the first minute of play? 

As a result of the hot stardust of triple-A 
games in recent years, and this one in 
particular, Гуе seen a growing division of 
‘triple-A indie’ games and the Wild West 
experimentation available on itch.io and 
Gamejolt. That's really been a blessing, but 
when you look at all of these indie titles on 
Steam it feels more like a curse. Where the 
big-budget games have so many eyes 
waiting to critique their many parts, indie- 
game curation grew more important in 2015. 
How will we find more games like Her Story 
and Undertale in the future? Word of 
mouth? Will there be more indie game sites 
cropping up to help rogue indie devs get 
better exposure? I can only hope. 

The honeymoon is over with 
crowdfunding. I'm still not sure if there 
was one thing that contributed to the sour 
feeling of seeing a tweet with the words, 
“Неге” my Kickstarter.” Maybe it was Star 
Citizen? Yeah, it was probably Star Citizen. 
But, hey, here's hoping Tim Schafer's new 
crowdfunding home, Fig, bucks the trend. 

I won't hold my breath. 

Finally, VR is still not happening. Stop 
trying to make it happen. It's too expensive 
for the average household, and the only 
people talking highly about VR are the 
enthusiast press and developers. That's 
usually a big red flag. 

Isaiah T Taylor 


And we thought we were a bit down on 
things. Thanks for putting our Edge Awards 
crotchetiness into slightly warmer context. 


He sells Sanctuary 

I can't be the only one who hasn't ventured 
beyond Sanctuary yet. Гуе got properly 
stuck into Fallout 4, but perhaps not in the 
way the people who made it probably hoped 
I would when they briefly waved a baby 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


under my nose and shrilly called out, 
“Chase me!" I didn't really ever have the 
chance to get to know Shaun, a name I 
would never choose for any son of mine 
(Bethesda missed a trick when they let me 
name my own character, but not the poor 
kid), and I can neither remember the name 
of my wife or anything that we discussed 
in the six minutes we had together before 
the apocalypse hit. 

So instead I’m focused on building а 
family I actually care about. Гуе stripped 
the entire town of all of its scrap and 
resources (after spending a little time 
getting my bearings in a place that's meant 
to be my home town, but which I was never 
shown around) and have constructed a base 
worthy of Mad Max 2. Stacks of tyres, 
corrugated metal and other junk form 
double-thick walls around a perimeter that 
encompasses a few houses and runs along 
the side of the river. Defensive garrisons 
overlook convoluted entry points designed 
to slow down intruders and give my new 
surrogate family the advantage. And a pair 
of heavy gates must be pushed open in order 
to wander out into the wasteland beyond. 

OK, so maybe I have explored outside of 
Sanctuary a little, but only so that I can find 
more resources with which to protect my 
home from home and allow new people to 
come and use the chair I’ve set up on the 
roof. I might never find Shaun, but in all 
honesty I’m not that interested in doing 
so. He's welcome to seek me out if he ever 
becomes curious once he's grown up, but 
until then, Codsworth, Dogmeat, the others 
and I will have a happy life together. 

David Chamberlain 


On the contrary, we expect Bethesda would 
be delighted to discover that you've yet to 
venture beyond the starting town — you're 
far less likely to have encountered the same 
volume of crashes and bugs that we've run 
into. Enjoy your New 3DS XL — Animal 
Crossing is going to be right up your 
needlessly well-fortified street. Ш 
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Illustration marshdavies.com 


in the moody drug-war thriller Sicario, 

when Benicio del Toro, infiltrating a 
drug lord's compound, is seen as a tiny white 
humanoid figure through aerial thermal 
vision from an overwatching drone. There are 
other tiny white humanoid figures (enemies) 
and a red targeting reticle over the main 
house. Once del Toro gets to the front door a 
radio-support guy announces, through 
atmospheric static: “Six remain.” (He means 
people who are still alive in the compound.) 
Then the support guy says, “Going blind,” 
because del Toro has slipped into the house 
and is no longer visible. 

This is an example in which videogames 
deserve the credit for expanding the 
cinematic lexicon, while cinema deserves 
credit for understanding the different 
dramatic possibilities of its aesthetic 
borrowing. This scene in Sicario was heavily 
reminiscent of the co-op AC-130 gunship 
missions in Modern Warfare 2 and 3. There, 
one player is on the ground, and the other 
player is the thermal-visioned eye in the sky, 
giving advice and feeding information. 
However, the difference is that the 
Overwatch player in the game also has three 
massive guns to rain down deafening 
explosions on all those tiny white humanoid 
figures who aren't the other player. (As well 
as, amusingly often, the one who is.) 

In Sicario, the drone doesn't fire bombs 
and bullets; instead director Denis Villeneuve 
has chosen this new perspective for its tones 
of suspense and delicious paranoia. (The 
viewer wonders: ‘Have I ever appeared as 
such a tiny figure on the visual feed from a 
CIA drone?’) There's also FPS-style thermal 
imaging on the ground, along with green 
night vision, as a squad navigates dark 
tunnels — but there, brilliantly, almost all the 
shooting happens off-camera. 


Е a brilliantly videogamey moment 


In Black Ops ІП — as the consumer 
expects and desires — all the shooting 
happens  on-camera. The game also 


ilustrates all too well the asymmetry in 
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STEVEN POOLE 


Trigger Happy 


Shoot first, ask questions later 


Black Ops III isn't only 
laughably inferior to Sicario, 
it’s much worse than literally 

any film ever made 


influence between today's games and movies. 
Action thrilers can play with modes of 
visual representation that will be most 
familiar to the audience from the medium of 
videogames. Meanwhile, the blockbuster 
games aspire to be more and more cinematic 
in terms of dialogue and plot. 

The mystery, though, is that they seem to 
be paying less and less attention to how 
modern films actually work. For one thing, if 
you want your game to seem like a 
contemporary action movie, you should make 
sure that at least 30 per cent of the dialogue 
is totally incomprehensible because the 


actors are mumbling. Sicario is a feast of 
mumblecore confusion in this regard — but it 
works because the heroine, Emily Blunt, is 
mostly as confused by what is going on as 
the viewer is. By contrast, the dialogue in 
Black Ops III is all too clear. You can tell that 
this is a mature videogame because 
sometimes the grizzled soldiers from the 
future shout “Fuck!” or hit tables, or (when 
they’re really frustrated) do both at the same 
time. But that is, alas, the height of its 
dialogic sophistication. 

Expository videogame scenes, of course, 
have many more minutes and hours to play 
with than your average Hollywood movie. 
The tragedy is that developers аге so 
determined to fill them all. Cutscenes that 
you can skip are one thing. Much, much 
worse is the enforced slow-walking interlude, 
when you have to follow soldiers delivering 
bad lines badly while perambulating at the 
pace of a lassitudinous snail, with your rifle 
held butt-upwards in front of your chest as 
the exposition drags on. You can understand 
why developers don’t want the player to be 
able to shoot one of these walking 
information kiosks, but it would be nice at 
least to be able to walk around the room at 
normal speed. Happily, playing through the 
campaign with my co-op partner, we can at 
least make our own entertainment by quickly 
crouching and standing up over and over 
again until the scene is finished. 

Eventually, because this is after all a 
Call Of Duty game, we get to shoot lots of 
men and robots, unleashing flesh-eating 
fireflies (“бау it with bees!”) or hacking the 
bots themselves with our cyberpowers (“Jazz 
hands!”). It’s quite a romp. But while our 
guns are forcibly pointed down to the 
ground, Black Ops III isn’t only laughably 
inferior to Sicario, it’s much worse than 
literally any film ever made. Surely it’s high 
time to revive the tradition of text-only 
mission briefings? 


Steven Poole’s Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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NATHAN BROWN 


Big Picture Mode 


Industry issues given the widescreen treatment 


a certain pointless ritual. I load up every 
game-playing device I own with new 
games, ensure each is fully charged, and 
mentally plan out the entire flight time. This 
time I'll finally finish Persona 4 Golden. ГЇЇ 
finally get into Monster Hunter 4. And Tl 
check out all those flavour-of-the-month 
105 games I've never played because none of 
them are called Puzzle & Dragons (which I'd 
happily play all the way to Australia, if only it 
had an offline mode). Then I get on the plane, 
drink too much, and spend half an hour 
fluffing combos in the Vita version of 
Ultimate Marvel Vs Capcom 3 before slowly 
passing out in front of a terrible film. I was 
on a long-haul flight last month, and after a 
few little bottles of wine and a quick faff 
about with my appalling Wolverine team, I 
watched Taken 3. I think I enjoyed it very 
much, and am eagerly looking forward to the 
follow-up, Taken Tag Tournament. 
It was the first time I'd got on a plane for 
a few months, and I deliberately skipped one 
item on my pointless pre-flight checklist: 
looking at the App Store. I've moaned about 
app discovery on this page before, I realise, 
and in any case things have improved of late. 
There's a greater sense of curation now, with 
Apple's editorial team doing their best to 
highlight worthy games. Front-page slots are 
given to less obvious fare than you'd expect, 
and each is accompanied by a little blurb 
from Apple staff, the 2015 equivalent of 
those Post-It scrawls you'd find in record 
shops back in the day. The era of scrolling 
disconsolately through the Top Grossing 
chart may be over, but greater curation has 
created an even more troubling concern. 
Apple is going out of its way to show me the 
best its platform has to offer — and I’m not 
interested in any of it. 
There are several factors at play here, and 
Га be kidding myself if I refused to 
acknowledge that Puzzle & Dragons, which 
I’ve now played every day for almost two 
years, wasn’t one of them. I adore it but, 


IB day before a long flight, I go through 


30 


Apple is going out of its 
way to show me the best its 
platform has to offer — and 
l'm not interested in any of it 


more pertinently, I know how it works — so 
any other free-to-play, loot-based RPG-and- 
something-else hybrid is off the table, as I 
only have enough spare time and cash for one 
of these obsessions. At the other end of the 
pricing scale, I’m proof positive that the 
race-to-zero doom-mongering that was all 
the rage early in the App Store explosion has 
become reality. With rampant competition 
making it harder than ever to make money on 
mobile, devs are — quite sensibly — putting 
their prices up. But I’m not about to spend 
eight quid on something I'm probably only 
going to play for a couple of hours. 


This leads to what I think is the greatest 
problem on mobile: I feel like I’ve seen it all 
before. Most games I find on the App Store 
can be compared to something I've already 
played but not taken to. That's a matter of 
taste, admittedly, but it's not so long ago that 
this was the most creative space in game 
development. Today, the lack of forward 
thinking on display is shocking. When 
something truly different comes along, ГІ 
give it a go, but so much of the modern 
landscape is either reskinned versions of past 
successes or combinations of them. And 
while cloning has long been a problem, it's 
not the thirdparty knockoffs that worry me. 
It's the companies ripping off themselves. 

I can see the logic in it, to an extent. A 
company like King, which 
making casual gambling games before it hit 
the big time with Candy Crush Saga, has only 
ever known one route to success. No one had 
heard of Supercell before Clash Of Clans 
became the biggest game in the world. And 
Rovio made 5o-odd games before Angry 
Birds. So its little wonder each keeps 
respectively pumping out match-three social 
games, F2P  base-builders and physics 
puzzlers (though Rovio has bravely branched 
out into, um, homages to Mario Kart and 
Puzzle Bobble). Mobile's early winners made 
piles of money at a remarkable rate from 
their breakout hits and expanded accordingly. 
They may excel at marketing, at user 
acquisition and metrics — the things that 
thrill investors and help new releases clog up 
the charts — but market leaders are meant to 
inspire, not simply to copy and paste. The 
explosion in smartphone gaming was a 
thrilling time; every week there'd be some 
cool new twist on established convention in a 
space of rampant creativity. Looking at the 
App Store today, that feels like a lifetime ago. 
Having one fewer thing to do when Im 
getting ready to go overseas is scant 
consolation for all that wasted potential. 


spent years 


Nathan Brown is Edge’s deputy editor. He is writing a film 
in which Liam Neeson opens a noodle bar called Taken Bowl 
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42 


46 


50 


52 


54 


Rez Infinite 56 
PS4 

EVE: Valkyrie 56 
PC, PS4 

Deus Ex: Mankind Divided 56 


PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Far Cry Primal 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 56 


Yakuza 0 
PS4 
56 
Plants Vs Zombies: 
Garden Warfare 2 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Vane 
TBA 


Yakuza 6 
PS4 


The Walking Dead: 
Michonne 
Android, 105, PC, PS3, PS4, Vita, Xbox 360, Xbox One 


Where The Water 
Tastes Like Wine 
PC 


The Tomorrow Children 
PS4 


Get real 


When we speak to him at PSX, still spinning from our first experience of Rez 
Infinite (p38), Tetsuya Mizuguchi warns against the dangers of pursuing 
realism in VR. It's a potential creative cul-de-sac he's in no danger of striding 
into with his jaw-looseningly psychedelic virtual-reality rendition of the 
Dreamcast classic. Rez remains an idiosyncratic, retreshing creation even 
today, and Mizuguchi goes further by rejecting many of the rules that are 
gradually coalescing for VR developers. 

CCP's EVE: Valkyrie (p42) is more traditional in its approach to VR game 
design, seating the player іп a solid-feeling spacecraft and sending them out 
to battle as one of several combatant classes designed to complement other 
players’ choices. But even this more familiar setup resists the drudgery of 
reality for a dramatic mini space opera in which consciousness is transferred 
trom one cloned body to the next as required, and futuristicsounding lasers 
are audible through the vacuum of a colourful, painterly space. 

Deus Ex: Mankind Divided's (p46) vision of the future might not be 
designed to be viewed through a head-mounted display, but Eidos Montreal 


is adhering to much of Mizuguchi's logic all the same. 


MOST The latest Deus Ex instalment is as focused on flamboyant 
— fashion, architecture and art as it is оп advanced 
Psychonauts 2 РС 

Buoyed by its successful inohementin technology. In all aspects, the game strays as far from 
various міскѕтаггег campaigns, Double 

Fine is using Fig to part-fund a sequel humdrum domesticity as it can, and the results are 
to its brain-twisting 2005 platformer. 

Now fans will be able to show just how } Mr 
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шананы But whether games are built with VR in mind or not, 


System Shock 3 TBA А Е қ f 

SHODAN is coming back, along their capacity to provide new ways to experience and 
with original voice actor Terri Brosius. : | ) | 

йй e anma итна explore the world we live in is just as potent as the 
headed up by Looking Glass Studios ‚ . 

founder Paul Neurath, is working unrecognisable places they might take us. By all means 


on the Al's latest reign of terror. 


, carve out new spaces and worlds for us to inhabit when 
Star Citizen PC 


Chris Roberts’ ambition may have 1 А f І i 

ser ime АЕ designing for VR, but keep in mind the potential for 
amassed $100m to spend on his vision, 
he’s surely feeling confident. Version 2.0 


reflection and subversion in reatworld experiences 


f the alpha i t now, addi Ww . ; А . А 
planets, FPS gameplay аа through what is ће most immersive way of interacting 
member ships. It’s a big step, but it : : 
still feels light years from completion. with ga mnes yet conceived . 
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about big drops than 
repetitive beats 


in VR 
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Tetsuya Mizuguchi, 
founder and CEO 
of Enhance Games 


REZ INFINITE 


e cannot speak, which in this line 

of work is something of a problem. 

We've just played Rez Infinite while 
wearing a PlayStation VR headset, a pair of 
7.1 headphones and the Synaesthesia Suit — 
not the spangly Daft Punk outfit Tetsuya 
Mizuguchi wore on stage at PSX, but a 
prototype, a morass of straps, sensors and 
Velcro dreamed up by Rez's creator and 
designed with the help of his students at Keio 
University. It features 26 different points of 
vibration, making our arms, legs and torso 
ripple in time to the action. Were we wearing 
the suit while playing the Dreamcast original 
on a creaky old CRT, it would be merely 
scintillating. Consumed via PlayStation VR, 
at 120fps, it's simply spellbinding. And so 
after we've de-suited, sat down next to 
Mizuguchi and been asked how we feel, 
we simply don't know what to say. 

Happily, he doesn't seem offended. 
“When you first look at an amazing piece of 
art, you tend to have that same reaction," he 
says. ^You don't know what words describe 
it. That's quite normal.” During a VR-focused 
discussion the night before, he had drawn 
comparison to a baby's first word: you know 
it's coming, but have no idea what it might 
be. Or, in our case, when it will even come. 


Admittedly, one word does spring to 
mind. Mizuguchi has been quite open about 
the inspiration for Rez being the times he 
spent in fields full of people on various mind- 
altering substances. More than any other 
game, Rez has long been the choice of the drug 
bores: oh, you simply must play it stoned. 
Well, no longer. The game in VR, and the 
suit into which we're so tautly strapped, are 
intoxicating enough. And our vestments' 
vibrations have clearly been engineered by a 
man who has danced through his fair share 
of sunrises. Tingles flow down the arms. 
Drumrolls dance across the chest like gunfire. 
One transition between an area's layers sees 
the vibration home in on the pit of the 
stomach, which just might be a facsimile 
of a specific narcotic sensation designed 
by someone who has felt it many times. 

The suit is a marvel, but it's more 
installation piece than peripheral, too cost- 
prohibitive for the store shelf and surely 


destined instead to a life on the event circuit. 
No matter: even without it, Rez Infinite is 

an absolute delight. Full 360-degree head 
tracking means lining up targets is a simple 
matter of holding X on the DualShock 4 in 
your hand, looking at them one by one, then 
letting the button go. It feels like it was made 
for VR all along. Indeed, if Mizuguchi's to be 
believed, it was always meant to be. 

“When the original concept came together, 
the image I had in my head was Rez in virtual 
reality. We all know the limitations we had at 
that time in terms of output — 4:3 tube TVs 
with poor resolution and sound. I had this 
vision, but I had to trim it and squeeze it 
into the parameters of the specs available. 

“To me it was a work in progress, a step 
towards the vision in my head. Fast forward 
15 years and I’m able to relieve myself of the 
stress that was caused by having to put it into 
such a small screen. That weight is lifted from 


“When you first look at an 
amazing piece of art, you tend 
to have that same reaction" 


my shoulders, because I’m able to create the 
Rez I always wanted.” 

It's a convincing argument, if only because 
it feels like it would never be created as a VR 
game from the ground up today, since it flies 
in the face of too much accepted wisdom. It 
creates fantasy, when most strive to replicate 
reality. It's viewed, contrary to the emerging 
industry standard, in thirdperson. It offers 
360-degree movement with no solid ground 
to give you your bearings. And the camera 
abruptly shifts its gaze by 90 or 180 degrees 
whenever it feels like it. It shouldn't work, yet 
the result is one of the most convincing use 
cases the modern VR scene has produced. 

Mizuguchi's PSX stage demo ended with 
a flash of a new area — is that a bonus level, 
or the start of something new? “All I can say 
is that in my head it would be the latter,” the 
designer replies. “It would represent a new 
Rez, not just a new area. Today’s technology is 
going to allow me to properly express the Rez 
I always dreamed of.” Lord only knows how 
long it will take our brains to process that. M 


PC 
Virtual 


unreality 


A man whose back 
catalogue includes a 
game about a news 
anchor fighting aliens 
with dance moves was 
never going to have 
too much of an 
interest in real life 
when contemplating 
his first VR game. 

“If we only pursue 
realism in VR, we're 
going to hit a wall," 
Mizuguchi says. 

"Let's say in five years 
we move onto 8K, 
and you try to do 
something realistic 

in VR... | don't know 
how much further 
we're going to be 
able to go." As we 
leave our demo and 
head back into Sony's 
PSX media room, we 
can see his point. Over 
in a corner, you can 
play Job Simulator. 
Rez Infinite is the 
prize ticket of the 
whole show, while 

an ironic take on 
day-to-day drudgery 
hasn't drawn much 
of a crowd. 


ABOVE Sudden lurches in 
perspective to the side 

or behind you yield no ill 
effects — a consequence of 
the game being played in 
thirdperson — though our 
demo is not without its 
nauseous moments. Just 
don't look down. 

TOP LEFT Since the 
Synaesthesia Suit is too 
costly for mass production, 
few people will get to 
experience this kind of 
environment at its optimal 
extreme, but Enhance is 
thinking about how PS2's 
Trance Vibrator could be 
redesigned for 2016, should 
Infinite sell well enough. 
LEFT Bosses with tens of 
shootable points are a recipe 
for dizziness as you twirl 
your head around randomly, 
lining up targets at speed 
over and over again. 
BELOW While we opt for 
head-tracking controls, 

the need for a fire button 
means you're holding a 
DualShock anyway, and are 
free to use the left stick, 
HMD, or a combination of 
both to line up targets. 
BELOW LEFT The PSX demo 
is the result of just six 
months' work by Enhance 
and Monstar. With release 
set for the second half of 
2016, it's not yet clear how 
the remaining dev time will 
be spent. PSX attendees 
were quick to dream up a 
procedural mode based 

on the ‘Infinite’ in the title 
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EVE: VALKYRIE 


The space-based dogtighter setting 
out to detine modern VR gaming 


Developer/publisher 
Format 

Origin 

Release 


he countdown begins as our ship adjusts 

itself on glittering red lanes before 

locking into place. Three... Two... One. 
Suddenly we’re propelled forward at such 
force we almost fall out of our chair, the 
speed and the roar rapidly increasing until 
there’s nothing but silence. We’ve gone 
from a warm clone bath to cold space in 
ten seconds and, aside from a pounding 
heartbeat, it’s an almost tranquil experience. 
Until the lasers start firing, that is. 

CCP’s firstperson space shooter, which 
occupies the same universe as sci-fi MMO 
EVE Online, could be virtual reality’s most 
pivotal title. There’s a reason Oculus has 
chosen to include a copy with each headset 
that launches later this year. It’s the first 
experience many will have with the new 
tech and, like effective bundles of the past — 
Wii Sports and Wii Remote, EyeToy: Play 
and EyeToy — it’s a perfect showcase for 
both Oculus Rift and PlayStation VR. 

But it’s immersive in a different way 
than EVE Online, less involved and more 
immediate, the spreadsheets and subterfuge 
traded for ten-minute bursts of scintillating 
space battles. ^We're set there, but we're 
not connected to it,” says Andrew Willans, 
lead game designer. *We're our own story, 
so effectively where EVE is focused on 
corporations and is very strategic and 


CCP Games 
PC, Р54 
Iceland 
2016 


top-down, ours is more visceral. We put you 
into the pilot's view.” Look down and you'll 
see your body. Look behind and you might 
see wingmen. Lean forward and your avatar 
inches closer to dashboard instrumentation. 

Since the multiplayer combat that forms 
Valkyrie's backbone is heavily dependant on 
spatial awareness, VR has inherent tactical 
potential, meaning that it doesn't feel 
crowbarred in, and it works to help rather 
than hinder. The main mode here centres on 
five-vs-five PVP battles, and deathmatch gives 
the purest experience of what CCP sets out to 
achieve: exhilarating 360-degree dogfighting. 
Here, threats from every conceivable direction 
mean pilots must cover all angles, glancing 
behind for bogeys on tails and tracking them 
as they attempt tricksy manoeuvres. 

Each ship bears large transparent panels 
to enable sweeping views. In ordinary flight 
combat games, enemies dissolve into small 
red dots on your radar when they're not fixed 
directly ahead of you, essentially ceasing to 
exist, but here they're a visual presence по 
matter their relation to you. Hearing a 
scraping sound then looking up to see your 
ship trade paint with a bulky, screen-filling 
Reaver is a dramatic moment. 

The same strategies apply in a King-Of- 
The-Hill-style mode in which pilots must 
fly to territories on the map and drop off № 


Andrew Willans, 
lead game designer 


Ran (pronounced ‘Rown’) 
Kavik, voiced by Katee 
Sackhoff of TV series 
Battlestar Galactica. 
Gallente-born, Kavik leads 
renegade splinter group 
the Valkyries against 
suspect mercenary 

faction the Guristas 


Sustain enough damage and 
your craft's glass shatters, 
freezing you in space's sub- 
zero conditions and covering 
yours arms and legs in 

icy white crystals. Don't 
worry — you're only a clone 
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EVE: VALKYRIE 


drones to drain opposition power. It's the 

best demonstration of the differences between 
the three ship classes: armoured heavies are 
effectively flying tanks, functioning best 

when parked near a territory and defending it 
through sheer overwhelming firepower; nippy 
fighters are able to move between territories 
fastest; and medic-minded support ships are 
squad-oriented, hanging back and buffing 
teammates' health with energy beams. 


“Every ship should have value, and 

the choices come down to your playing style,” 
Willans says. “When we were in San Francisco 
there was a guy who used support, didn’t 
know anything about the game, and he was 
mixing and matching, and debuffing and 
shooting me at the same time. It was really 
nice to see that he got into it really quickly 
and killed me.” That’s Valkyrie — an accessible 
spin on a sometimes inaccessible genre. 

Recall, meanwhile, is the closest thing 
Valkyrie has to a singleplayer story mode. 

It follows the exploits of Ran Kavik who, 
after unwittingly awaking in a clone vat (her 
consciousness transported into a different 
body), is drafted into mercenary group the 
Guristas. Suspicious of their motives, Kavik 
forms her own splinter faction, the Valkyrie. 
‘Warring space pirates’ is really all you need 
to know. DNA strands from deceased pilots 
form the mission structure, and you jack into 
each to play their memories. Primarily they 
teach and reinforce mechanics and modes 
without distraction from other people. 

Story is communicated subtly and 
constantly. “We’re pre-alpha, so we haven’t 
got a lot of that stuff in yet,” Willans says, 
“but in terms of scripts there’s a lot of chat. 
So when you’re in PVP and you go into the 
lobbies, Ran will be responding to you, giving 
you either positive or negative reinforcement 
depending on how you’ve done in matches.” 

Finally, survival is a wave-based mode 
set against increasingly tough waves of enemy 
AI. Information is still limited, but Willans 
says, “There comes a point where you don’t 
even need infinite waves. You’re going to be 
dead. The AI is really good, and we’ve almost 
got to keep an eye on that. We’ve got a very 
talented AI programmer and the things our 
ships do are pretty incredible.” 


Fortunately, you have some powerful tools 
at your disposal. Take, for instance, look-to- 
lock missiles, which are only possible in VR. 
Although ships have fixed-reticle attacks on 
the right trigger that fire where your crosshair 
points, holding the left trigger queues up a 
salvo while you use your head to aim a second 
crosshair. Turning your face to opponents and 
releasing the trigger to send a barrage at them 
feels intuitive and frees up your hands for 
evading. It’s a clear prod for people to engage 
in VR, even if it can get disorienting at times. 

There are plenty of weapons, too. Heavies 
can use head-tracked ion cannons that deal 
splash damage on groups. The trade-off for 
this class’s slow speed is a micro warp drive 
activated by holding down the left trigger that 
lets you dash away from threats. Deployment 
abilities on X complement the two trigger- 
based ones, an example being the support’s 
spider bots: drop them and they'll spin a blue 


You have some powerful tools, 
such as look-to-lock missiles, 
which are only possible in VR 


web which, when foes fly through it, covers 
them in niggling sentries that pick apart their 
windshield and obscure their view. Friendlies 
flying through it get a health boost. 

Level size varies but all of them aim to get 
you into fights quickly by cutting down on the 
long trudges from respawn points. T'he ten- 
second penalty, and the other ten seconds it 
takes to reach fighting range, gives a pace just 
shy of a modern FPS, fast while providing 
enough sin-bin-style punishment to prevent 
careless kamikaze play. Often it's best to hang 
back and wait for teammates to join the battle, 
because you can easily fall into the deadly trap 
of fighting alone while they're sitting out, and 
sitting out while they're fighting alone. 

The last thing Valkyrie wants is for you to 
sit stiffly in your chair facing forward. This is 
about using your head as an extra thumb or 
flightstick, about monitoring action that 
unfolds not only in front of you, but with you 
slap bang in the middle. It's an intentionally 
thinner slice of the EVE pie, but as a result it's 
just what flight combat — and VR — needs. M 


The pirate’s 
integrity 


Microtransactions 
have a presence here, 
but mostly they 
facilitate ship 
personalisation. Think 
skull decals, camo 
paint jobs, and 
cockpit swaps. "We're 
still experimenting 
with where we take 
it," Willans says. "We 
don't want to be in a 
situation where your 
ship has bobble heads 
and furry dice. We 
want to preserve the 
integrity and have 
some kind of control 
over at least the feel, 
because the fantasy 

is space pirates. So 
we're going to have 
ships that are a little 
bit dirty, a little bit 
grimy. We might have 
some wires hanging 
out, more kind of 
pirate-esque. And 
then we might have 
other ones that are a 
bit more sleek, a bit 
newer, more polished, 
chrome, carbon 
fibre." Currently there 
are three interior 
options, but CCP 
promises regular 
injections of content. 


ТОР Maps don't feel like 
gaping voids due to varied 
terrain that reduces negative 
space and provides a sense 
of speed as you boost past – 
and sometimes through — it. 
MAIN Every piece of required 
information exists in-game: 
you can tell if your gun's 
overheating by reading 

the increasingly red-hot 
cannon outside, while a 3D 
holographic map hovers 

just above the flightstick. 
RIGHT If this all looks a bit 
manic, you may want to 

try Scout mode, a peaceful 
sightseeing option in 

which you can explore 
stages free from hassle — 
great for demonstrating VR 


TOP Running dry of turbo can 
leave you exposed, so it's 
good practice to stick near 
the cover offered by hulking 
stations, jagged asteroids 
and pieces of space debris. 
ABOVE CENTRE Valkyrie is 
one of the Oculus games 
employing a 3D stereo sound 
plugin to give a sense of the 
approximate direction your 
enemies are shooting from. 
ABOVE There's backstory 
behind everything. Take 
Necropolis, the scene of 

an eerie ships' graveyard 
formed when craft from 

the Amarr Empire and 
Gallente Federation 
experienced an almighty 
head-on collision 
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Square Enix 

PC, Р54, Xbox One 
August 23 
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Human enemies are easier 
to dispatch, but patrol 
erratically. Robotic enemies 
have set paths, but are often 
better avoided altogether. 
Together, they can be deadly 


DEUS EX: 
MANKIND DIVIDED 


he Cyber Renaissance is dead. Deus Ex: 

Human Revolution showed us a world 

elevated by technology, then torn apart 
by it. Mankind Divided presents the aftermath, 
where people are forced to get by with what 
they have left. It’s neatly reflective of Eidos 
Montreal’s changing goals for its series. If 
Human Revolution was the grand reinvention 
— applying new technological power to the 
aged Deus Ex formula — then Mankind Divided 
is something like upcycling, taking those 
same pieces and making something better 
out of them. 

The moment we begin playing through the 
game’s tutorial-cum-prologue, an anti-terror 
sting set in the crumbling construction site of 
a Dubai hotel left derelict, things feel familiar. 
The camera swoops from first- to thirdperson 
as returning lead Adam Jensen squeezes 
behind cover, before engaging in heavy, almost 
clinical combat. In a couple of playthroughs, 
we see straightforward paths through the 
level, with optional extras designed to allow 
for stealth (active camo and rangy jumps 
enable us to tiptoe through a crate-strewn 


storehouse with ease) or combat (that same 
storehouse holds a cache of grenades). It’s less 
an introduction than a reacquaintance, even 
offering up many of the late-game upgrades 
we'd screwed into Jensen's polycarbonate 
extremities last time around. However, that's 
something of a trick. In a Metroid Prime-like 
tease, Jensen has those upgrades taken away 
from him (seemingly because he has a 
building fall on him at the end of the level), 
and it's when we're forced to work with the 
basics that Eidos's efforts become clear. 


We're transported to the Dvali Theatre, 
a rainswept square of old-world bricks and 
mortar that will make up a small part of the 
final game's Prague setting. Our only objective 
is to reach the building's basement office, 
with no further instructions given. To 
simulate the various upgrade paths players 
could've taken up until this point, we're given 
a choice between three separate loadouts of 
items and augments. 

Human Revolution built itself around 
combat, stealth and social abilities (with 


TOP LEFT Close-combat 


takedowns remain 
practically unchanged, 
still offering a choice to 
knock out or kill targets, 
and playing out as a 
miniature cutscene. 
ABOVE Deus Ex's political 
divides have switched 
from haves and have-nots 
to augmented and 
unaugmented. Jensen's more 
invisible augmentations 
place him somewhere 

in a grey area between 


Jensen's now a member of 
an international anti-terror 
task force, making the 
people he encounters a 
slightly more colourful bunch 
than the corporate types he 
used to hang around with 


hacking, Eidos's “fourth pillar supplementing 
each of the others). While we're told that our 
loadouts here are for combat, stealth or 
balance, it feels as though Mankind Divided’s 
approach is more nuanced and situational 
than that of its predecessor. The ‘combat’ 
build, for instance, offers a shotgun, a rifle, 
three types of explosives, and the new Titan 
augmentation, which shields Jensen against 
all but the most powerful weaponry (at least 
until his energy bar runs out). And yet, when 
we attempt a frontal assault on the theatre — 
blowing off its front door and attempting to 
storm the stalls — we come up against patrol 
robots that just won't go down. The 
ostensibly stealth-oriented Tesla ability, 
which locks onto enemies and arcs electricity 
into augmented human parts, is actually the 
best weapon here, able to shut robots down 
in a single hit. Similarly, the superheated 
projectile Nanoblades Jensen can launch in 
the combat build tend to serve far better as 
explosive distractions than as efficient 
weapons in a firefight. 

The intention is clear. We're no longer 
meant to be blindly following an expected 


The Dubai introduction 
is among one of the only 
times a Deus Ex level has 
been set during daylight 
hours - a conscious 
decision to unsettle fans 


ideal for gameplay; we're supposed to be 
creating our own, interpreting situations 
based on the abilities we've chosen, rather 
than forcing Jensen down certain paths 
because they seem to suit. That situational 
approach is clearest in the new on-the-fly 
gun customisation: hold the reload button 
and Jensen now positions his weapon to 
allow you to change ammo types or add a 
suppressor. You're actively encouraged to 
change how you play mid-mission. 

With this new focus on flitting between 
combat and stealth approaches, the obvious 
missing piece here is the social side of the 
game. We've previously seen a *diplomatic" 


Is when we're forced to 
work with the basics that 
Eidos’s efforts become clear 


boss fight resolved using words alone, but 
our hands-on here offers no opportunities 
to talk it out. Whether it can fit alongside 
the other two elements quite so seamlessly 
seems doubtful — it's difficult to imagine 
Jensen murdering a room of men, then 
settling down for a chat with a survivor. 

In talking to the dev team, the idea 
seems to be for social to be more reactive in 
its own way. While still not finalised (perhaps 
a contributing factor to the game's lengthy 
delay until August), the plan was for choices 
made to affect not only how you travel 
through the game, but also why — for 
example, one player's Jensen might have very 
different reasons for ending up at the Dvali 
than another. It's this kind of internalised 
thinking that appears to define Mankind 
Divided at this point. Eidos Montreal doesn't 
— perhaps cannot — aim for a game as 
stridently new as Human Revolution, but its 
thinking in how to shake up the structures 
that defined the prior game are as resourceful 
and ingenious as the characters inside. M 


Size of a cell 


Perhaps the most 
fundamental change 
in how you'll play 
Mankind Divided 
comes from one of 

its smallest tweaks. 
Human Revolution's 
energy bar, 

which governed 

uses of Jensen's 
augmentations, was 

a pain to manage. 
The new approach 
introduces a bar made 
up of incremental 
chunks of energy, 
which eventually 
recharge if not 
depleted. The upshot 
is that weaker powers 
– such as switching оп 
footstep-dampening 
pads - can be used 
frequently, while 
heavy-hitters require 
more tactical thinking 
— not least because 
there's now only one 
means of filling the 
bar again, the Biocell 
item, which is 
relatively rare. That 
certain items in the 
world require Biocells 
to switch on adds a 
striking element of 
risk-reward to how 
you travel around. 
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Developer/ 
publisher 

Ubisoft (Montreal) 
Format PC, P54, 
Xbox One 

Origin Canada 
Release February 23 


FAR CRY PRIMAL 


Is Ubisoft's Stone Age jaunt prehistoric in the right ways? 
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arning! The owl is returning and 

will arrive in 35 seconds.” As 

ominous threats go, this is up there 
with Darius's “А huge boss is approaching fast." 
In Primal it's no reason to panic, heralding 
instead the return of a feathery ally you deploy 
to scout out camps or rain down wasp nests 
on rival tribes. It is, in many ways, a more 
colourful take on Far Cry's tactical camera; an 
evolution triggered by a de-evolution — the 
decision to relocate the series to 10,000BC. 
The owl is Takkar's, a tribesman separated 
from his hunting party and forced to eke 
out a new life in Oros, a vast glacial valley. 

The setting is such a, well, far cry from 


Torching a woolly mammoth 
was ill-advised - it ignited any 
cover we cowered behind 


the military regimes of the recent games that 
you might wonder why bother tying Primal to 
the series. It doesn’t take long to fall into 
established rhythms, however, as Takkar maps 
the expanse by claiming enemy camps, then 
clears those revealed acres of collectibles, 
tribal bounties and rare prey. The returning 
interface is so invasively modern — all enemy 
markers and waypoint distances — that it feels 
like it might all be a ruse, a kind of caveman 
Westworld where sales execs in warpaint lob 
spears at the dweebs from accounting. Given 
Far Cry’s love of the mid-game gear shift, 
such an outcome wouldn’t be too surprising. 


In the meantime, we embrace the 
fantasy, which means working with the 
limitations of the period — a bow letting 

you thin the crowd from afar before your club 
and spear pull you into grisly close-quarters 
combat. Takkar is more of a blunt instrument 
than his modern counterparts which, while it 
feels authentic, could prove one-note over an 
entire game. Melee combat would benefit from 


blocks and counters, or at least some of the 
awkward heft that brought the firstperson 
fisticuffs of Condemned or Zeno Clash’s to life. 
As it is, fights are clumsy and flat, almost a 
punishment for fluffing a stealthier approach. 

Fire adds a strategic hook and finds a more 
relevant application for the dynamic infernos 
that Ubisoft’s Dunia engine is known for. The 
way tiny sparks can be spread on the wind, 
fanning a smouldering shrub into a full forest 
fire, has more offensive potential in a period 
where most defences are wooden and 
encounters unfold in waist-high grass. 
Weapons can be set alight to add extra oomph, 
but the results are unhelpfully unpredictable — 
torching a woolly mammoth was ill-advised; as 
it pursued us, it ignited any cover we cowered 
behind. Fire is also said to factor into new 
survivalist elements, helping ward off the cold 
at higher altitudes and offering a place to 
recuperate when carnivores come out at night. 

For all Ubisoft Montreal’s efforts to capture 
the spirit of the age, Primal is most successful 
when it abandons history for daft fantasy. As a 
beastmaster, Takkar can enlist animals to fight 
by his side by offering them a lump of meat 
and a scratch under the chin. Once tamed, the 
animals behave much like Fallout 4’s Dogmeat, 
attacking targets you point out. But where he 
was an emaciated mongrel, here you’re 
ordering cave bears into the fray. Any animal 
you’ve previously tamed can be recalled into 
battle, reminding us of GTAIV’s friends minus 
the pool-hall invitations. As we set our wolf 
on an enemy’s throat only for it to attract the 
ire of a passing cave bear, we finally forget 
about Takkar’s combat limitations — Mother 
Nature trumps an AK-47 every time. 

Taking Far Cry back to a time of primitive 
survival would seem quite daring had the 
series not already ransacked the practices of 
the past in its modern iterations. Having 
already forgone guns for neck-stabbing stealth, 
and crafted endless gear from herbs and animal 
parts, has Far Cry’s ancestor got any more to 
teach us? Perhaps the owl has the answer. ІШ 


Craft services 


Fashioning ammo 
pouches from animal 
guts sat uneasily in 
the modern games, 
rendering the 
detailed ecosystem 
redundant once you'd 
ticked off your gristly 
shopping list. Primal 
offers more consistent 
crafting, requiring 
Takkar to harvest 
meats for healing 

and animal baiting, 
find materials to craft 
new weapons and 
medicinal herbs to 
keep your army of 
animal helpers on 
throat-munching 
form. While it feeds 
nicely into the new 
survivalist angle, the 
game seems torn over 
how aggressively it 
should enforce it – 
many of the skill trees 
are built around 
negating resource 
costs or powering up 
your concoctions, 
which could see you 
inoculate yourself 
against the harsher 
climate with regular 
XP injections. 
Admittedly, we 
trialled the game 
with a relatively 
kitted-out Takkar, but 
the survival sting is 
nowhere to be found. 


TOP Stealth is the wisest 
approach, with Takkar 
boasting the same acrobatic 
death-from-above kills 

and chained neck stabs 
favoured by Far Cry 3 and 
4's modern protagonists. 
RIGHT Despite Takkar being 
voiced by Elias Toufexis — 
Deus Ех5 gravel-guzzling 
Adam Jensen — he doesn't 
speak English, using instead 
a fictional tongue based 

on Proto-Indo-European. 
BELOW Rather than 
clambering up radio towers, 
Takkar seizes chunks of 

the map by clearing out 
camps of rival tribes and 
lighting their bonfires 


TOP Fellow tribesmen are 
dotted across the valley, 
weighing in on nearby fights 
or hunting wild animals. 
Often they appear as 
prisoners or under siege 

in side missions that 
organically bubble up. 
ABOVE CENTRE Larger 
animals, including sabre- 
toothed cats, can't be tamed 
without the required skill 
upgrade. Level up enough 
and you get the chance to 
ride them into battle. 
ABOVE Your animal friends 
are quite resilient, but can 
be healed with handfuls of 
meat. If their health dips 
too low, they vanish from 
the scene until you apply 
healing leaves scavenged 
from forested areas 
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Developer/ 
publisher Sega 
(Yakuza Studio) 
Format Р54 
Origin Japan 
Release 2016 


In-game accomplishments 
award points that can be 
spent on permanent perks, 
from upgrades to sprinting 
speed to richer rewards for 
defeating extortionists 


YAKUZA O 


Kazuma Kiryu finds lite more than acceptable in the '80s 


en minutes in, we finally get to press a 

button, and it's to skip a line of dialogue. 

Soon afterward, we're strolling through 
the streets of '80s Kamurocho, with red 
no-entry signs forbidding us from exploring 
any side alleys. As we push through a group 
of pedestrians, one glides sideways out of 
Kazuma Kiryu's path. Moments later, we 
retire to a bar for some whisky and all-night 
karaoke. Venturing out into the Tokyo sun, 
half-cut, we walk towards a pink objective 
marker and another cutscene lasting several 
minutes. If you were expecting Yakuza o to 
shed two generations of baggage, you're in 
for a disappointment. 

Not that those who petitioned hard for 

а belated PS3 localisation for Yakuza 5 — or 
who greeted with excitement Gio Corsi's 
announcement at December's PlayStation 
Experience that o, too, was westward bound — 


will mind. Expecting a wholesale overhaul 

of a series that continues to be a silver lining 
for Sega's accountants is foolhardy. And to 
bemoan its lingering bad habits would be to 
ignore the many subtle refinements that 
cumulatively ensure that Yakuza o feels like 
a step forward from its predecessors. 

For starters, this is a more reactive, 
animated world, one that draws clear 
influence from western open-world games, 
which tend to have a stronger sense of 
physicality than their Japanese counterparts. 
It turns out that our sliding friend earlier 
was the exception: vendors and revellers 
respond to Kiryu's presence in more tangible, 
varied ways, with drunken salarymen 
pawing at his lapels should they stumble 
into him, and audibly flustered young 
couples quickly sidestepping this imposing 
figure as he strides by. 


ABOVE CENTRE Majima gets a 
substantial side activity of his own, 
purchasing a rundown hostess bar 
that he must spruce up to tempt 
punters from the local competition. 
ABOVE The series has always 

done faces well, but the detail is 
extreme here, revealing every 
blemish, pock mark and scar 


TOP LEFT Kiryu starts out 

in a plain black suit, before 
Nishiki recommends that 

he get something smarter — 
though it's unclear why we 
should listen to fashion 
advice from someone 
wearing a shirt even Randy 
Pitchford might balk at. 
ABOVE You won't get access 
to the Super Hang-On 
machine until you've played 
enough OutRun. But with 
fights earning you hundreds 
of thousands of yen, you're 
not going to run short of 
credits any time soon 


Kiryu can strut his stuff at 
the disco in rhythm-action 
sequences that reward you 
not just for pressing buttons 
at the right time, but moving 
around the dance floor 
between the markers 


Meanwhile, Yakuza 5's most glaring 
presentational weaknesses have been 
addressed, if not entirely eradicated: a far 
superior draw distance and subtle depth-of- 
field effects mean instances of pop-in are 
minor and infrequent, and even in crowded 
areas the framerate remains solid. Segues into 
random battles with braying thugs have been 
streamlined, and the combat benefits from a 
host of refinements, with a superior soft-lock 
making strafing and dodging easier. Charge 
attacks can be worked into combos, throws 
feel a shade more responsive, and Kiryu can 
now launch counter-attacks by pressing a 
button as soon as he's struck. 


There's something else that's hard to 
miss. We're accustomed to numbers flying 
out of enemies in JRPG combat, but here it's 
money, with notes cascading from suit jackets 
and jeans pockets with every punch and kick 
Kiryu lands. You'll spend plenty of it on gear, 
weapons and Staminan Royale, but it's also 
invested in developing three distinct fighting 
styles, which you can switch between by 
tapping the D-pad. The thug style you first 


LEFT Traditional cutscenes 
are the main method of 
storytelling, but some take 
the form of visual-novel- 
style vignettes, with fully 
voiced dialogue over static 
images enlivened by subtle 
background animation 


learn offers fairly conventional moves, but 
the rush style is soon unlocked, allowing 
Kiryu to repeatedly dash to evade blows and 
mash the square button to stun opponents. 
Kamurocho is different, too. Sure, the 
layout hasn't changed much in almost three 
decades, but series veterans can't fail to spot 
the differences. There's rich period detail, 
from the outlandish fashions to the bags of 
rubbish littering the streets, and the markedly 
different building exteriors. One of our first 
ports of call when we're finally given free rein 
is Club Sega, and we're perturbed to witness 
the rather grotty sign for Sega Hi-Tech Land. 
Otherwise, it's a return to a time that feels 


Yakuza 5's most glaring 
presentational weaknesses 
have been addressed 


like Kamurocho's heyday. In truth, it's always 
been something of a throwback to a bygone 
era: not exactly lawless, but bound to a 
different set of rules and values from the rest 
of contemporary Tokyo. It's a place away from 
the rat race, a place to indulge. And Yakuza is, 
and has always been, indulgent: it's rarely a 
series that does anything by halves. 

The '80s, in other words, are a particularly 
comfortable fit for the series' sillier elements 
— like the moment when Kiryu reaches the 
chorus of his first karaoke song and we segue 
into a fantasy sequence where he's dressed as 
a rock star, replete with red headband, leather 
jacket and jet-black guitar, grabbing the air as 
he sings *breaking the law... breaking the 
world" in clumsy English. That's just in the 
first hour or so. Later, we've got the pleasure 
of spending half the campaign with one-man 
wrecking ball Goro Majima, the chance to 
build ourselves a property empire, and the 
opportunity to play an arcade-perfect version 
of OutRun. And this time we're not going to 
be three years late to the party. Ш 


Dragon 
ascent 


This is a leaner, 
meaner Kiryu, 
illustrated by an 
opening scene 

where he delivers a 
heavy beating to a 
whimpering, terrified 
debtor, before pulling 
a wad of crisp notes 
from his prone 
victim's inside pocket. 
The poor sap later 
winds up dead, with 
Kiryu in the frame for 
his murder. You may 
not be surprised to 
learn that this all 
relates to a land deal 
in the plot in which 
the killing takes 
place, with an 
excommunicated 
Kiryu being dragged 
back into the dispute. 
There's no better man 
to settle an argument, 
after all - but with 
Millennium Tower no 
longer the focal point 
of Kamurocho, it 
remains unclear 
where he'll be taking 
his top off to resolve 
matters for good. 
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Developer РорСар 
Publisher ҒА 


Format PC, Р54, 
Xbox One 
Origin US 

Release February 20 W 


Druid sorceress Rose's 
ability to temporarily 
'goatify' opponents adds 
insult to injury, leaving them 
defenceless save only for 

a ram attack. Her arcane 
enigma power compensates 
for weak armour by 
transforming her into 

pure energy so that she's 
untargetable for a time 


PLANTS VS ZOMBIES: 
GARDEN WARFARE 2 


Getting into the thicket of it 


eneath goofy scenes of a wand-wielding 

rose turning opponents into goats, 

zombies charging around on roaring 
jackhammers, and an angry stick of corn 
spitting projectiles while wearing a soggy 
bowl of cereal around his neck, Plants Vs 


Zombies: Garden Warfare 2 is serious business. 


With this sequel, PopCap's energetic class- 
based shooter grows away from the top-down 
105 tower defence on which it took root and 
blossoms into an experience even more 
involved than 2014's initial foray into 
thirdperson action. *The art style helps take 
the edge off," senior gameplay designer 
Chris Fox tells us, “but from a gameplay 
point of view, all the designers on our team 
are hardcore gamers. For us, it's important 
to have a game that, while accessible for 
everybody, didn't lose that depth." 


An example of PopCap's approach lies in 
character abilities. Both plant and zombie 
teams contain seven classes, each with at 
least three unique moves, and they're all 
simple to perform. Pressing R1 engages 
the Imp's butt boosters to send the little 
guy spinning as blasters fire wildly, while 
hitting Triangle as Citron, a time-travelling, 
bounty-hunting orange, rolls him into a 
ball for a quick getaway. These are easy 
techniques for anyone to pull off — it's 
timing that's key. If a chomper burrows 
underground, you can unearth it with the 
engineer's sonic grenade; if mobs cause a 
maelstrom, Rose's time-slowing ability is 
specifically geared to manage them. Every 


character has a measure and countermeasure. 


“What we have within the specific 
character classes is synergy between their 


Visuals are Pixar-esque, 
brimming with so much 
colour and character that 
even the mushrooms have 
personality. Although 
sometimes leading to 
sensory overload, it's not 
hard to be charmed by 
the designers' efforts 


Kernel Corn was fighting 
overseas during the events 
of Garden Warfare, but now 
he's returned packing dual 
cob busters to reclaim 
suburbia. A straightforward 
assault class, he's a solid 
pick for beginners 


primary weapon and all three of their 
abilities," Fox explains, *and what I really 
like to see is when you start breaking that 
out across classes. On the zombies' side, the 
Imp has his gravity grenade that the soldier 
then hits with his RPG. It's about finding 
the cross-class synergy between abilities." 
In play, it all feels convincingly intertwined. 


There's also the big addition of Backyard 
Battleground, which borrows from Destiny's 
Tower. This is an open hub you can explore 
either alone or with up to three companions, 
featuring a booth to enter for character 
customisation, a portal to multiplayer or 
singleplayer (bots fill three teammate roles 
between which you can freely switch), Crazy 
Dave's caravan (which hosts the co-op mode 
Ops), and even a quest board. Crazy Dave 
needs exactly five-and-a-half more pairs of 
shoes, reads one notice, so you need to get 

11 kills as a plant to help him out. It's not 
simply a means to get into other modes but 
a base whose exploration has a meaningful 
effect on your game — think persistent coins, 
character upgrades, and costumes. 

Backyard Battleground also reveals the 
eternal plants/zombies war, the latter 
occupying one vibrant green slice of picket- 
fenced suburbia and the former decking the 
other half in dirt and gravestones. A park in 


LEFT Backyard Battleground 
is like a small-scale MMO 
garrison in which you can 
choose quests, enter warp 
tunnels to access multiplayer 
matches, and observe 
unlocked character models. 
Plants get a treehouse, while 
zombies get a graveyard 


the centre of the map hosts an endless fray 
you can join any time by blasting through the 
cannon in your base. This triggers constant 
waves of either plants or zombies whose 
difficulty increases the more you fight. You 
can plant the likes of healing sunflowers or 
peashooters at set points, but this aspect feels 
like a weak nod to its tower defence heritage, 
since the foliage effects feel negligible. In 
multiplayer, these helpers are more mobile, 


“It’s important that, while 
accessible for everybody, the 


game didn't lose that depth" 


but can serve to confuse an already anarchic 
game. We think there was an AI zombie 
wearing a Portaloo, but we're not sure. 
Five-on-five multiplayer features a mix 
of deathmatch, territory control, and capture 
the bomb. Turf Takeover is the highlight, a 
riff on Battlefield's Rush mode which sees one 
team push the other back through a linear 
map, attempting to claim positions one by 
one. A low-gravity moon base climaxes in 
players trying to roll giant footballs into a 
goal, and one set in a demented theme park 
sees attackers chase defenders through 
various worlds (prehistoric, medieval), then 
fight them for a trebuchet with which to 
siege a castle. The frenzied action — a riot 
of noise, colour, attacks, buffs and debuffs — 
can be hard to track, and weapon feedback 
is practically nonexistent when you're 
shooting at, say, a potato, making combat 
somewhat unsatisfying. If you learn powers 
and keep pace, though, Garden Warfare 2 
reveals far greater complexity than its 
broad comedic leanings initially suggest. Ш 


Flower power 


Customisation is a 
highlight. A cactus 


wearing gopher glove 
puppets named Merl 
and Earl? An undead 
pirate in a BioShock- 


style diving suit? 
Sure, why not. It's 
disappointing that 
the four categories 
(hats, accessories, 
facial hair, tattoos) 
mostly feature four 
options apiece, but 
characters have rare 


r 


full-body variants to 


find in sticker packs, 
whether that's the 
Imp's Z7 mech that 
look like it lurched 
straight out of Mass 
Effect, or Kernel 
Corn's pinstriped 
mobster attire. 
Adding more 
personality are 
gestures you can 
trigger at any point 
with the D-pad, the 
use of which will 
deliver rewards in 
certain quests. 
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ROUNDUP 


VANE 


Developer/publisher Friend & Foe Format TBA Origin Japan, Spain, Sweden, US Release TBA 


This open-world adventure looks pretty much exactly like the type of game you'd expect from a developer boasting a 
number of ex-Team Ico staffers. It's an atmospheric, enigmatic and gorgeously desolate game in which a boy with the ability 
to transform into a bird explores a stark landscape from ground and air. Veteran producer Matt Hill says the beauty of being 
unshackled from big-budget development is that Vane can afford to allow its players the room to discover the secrets of 
this strange world without any prompting - though he concedes that it also represents "a non-trivial risk of financial ruin". 


YAKUZA 6 


Developer/publisher Sega Format PS4 Origin Japan Release Q3 


No sooner has Yakuza 5 made its belated western debut than Sega rubs our noses in it by 
releasing footage of the sixth mainline entry. A playable demo will be bundled with Yakuza 
Kiwami, a remake of the first game launching in Japan this month to commemorate the 
series' tenth anniversary. It's a clear visual upgrade from Yakuza 0, with Kazuma Kiryu 
returning to Kamurocho's rooftops for the first time since Yakuza 4. See you in 2018, then? 
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THE WALKING DEAD: 
MICHONNE 


Developer/publisher Telltale Games Format 360, Android, iOS, 
PC, PS3, PS4, Vita, Xbox One Origin US Release February 


Orange Is The New Black's Samira Wiley stars in this three- 
episode miniseries, which has expanded to a standalone 
release. This time, there's a more explicit connection to Robert 
Kirkman's comic-book series, as the story details her absence 
from the main group of survivors in issues #126 to #139. 


WHERE THE WATER 
TASTES LIKE WINE 


Developer/publisher Dim Bulb Games 
Format PC Origin US Release 2016 


This narrative-led adventure from Johnnemann Nordhagen 

is promising plenty of player freedom and a substantial 
helping of strangeness. It draws upon old American folk tales 
for inspiration, prompting the kind of dreamlike encounter 
that sees tarot readers suddenly transform into herons. 


THE TOMORROW CHILDREN 


Developer Q-Games Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 Origin Japan Release 2016 


More than a year on from its alpha release, Q-Games' bold 
experiment is finally ready for its closed beta. It's changed 
significantly in the interim: assuming you can keep your city 
alive, it will be a persistent world, with no success and failure 
states, while you'll now have freedom to move between cities. 
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Game Street Fighter V 
Developer Capcom, Dimps 
Publisher Capcom 
Format РС, Р54 

Release February 16 


Laura and Ryu are currently felt to be 
underpowered, though there's every 
chance that will change before launch 


n December 6, 2015, thousands of Street Fighter 
IV tans descended upon San Francisco to unite 
in their hatred of Blanka. Admittedly, there was 
also the small matter of Capcom Cup, a 
tournament in which the best players in the world 
battled for the biggest prize pot in Street Fighter 
history. But the Brazilian mutant has long been 
despised by all but the handful who play him - 
and, of course, Yoshinori Ono, Street Fighter's 
relentlessly cheery series producer, who takes 
a tiny Blanka toy with him wherever he goes. 
There's always been something odd about 
Street Fighters beloved producer-cum-mascot 
travelling the globe with a figurine of one of its 
most reviled characters. There’s something even 
stranger in the fact that Blanka, who's spent the 
past haltdecade being snapped by Ono's phone 
on fournament stages, at trade show booths and 
in airoort departure lounges, is absent both trom 
the 16-strong Street Fighter V launch roster, and 
the six additional characters who'll join the tray 
in the 12 months following its February release. 


“I CAN’T TELL 
YOU THE TYPE 
OF FEELING - 
THE CRAZY, 
HORRIBLE 
FEELING - THAT 
WAS INSIDE ME 
IN THAT КООМ” 


"Well, with Street Fighter V we're going to 
have multiple ‘seasons’, so maybe there's still a 
chance he'll turn up later on," Ono tells us, with 
the first of many laughs, in a hotel room a short 
Blanka hop away from the Moscone Centre, 
the venue Capcom Cup shares with Sony's 
PlayStation Experience event. “Мо one's outright 
told me 'no' when l've suggested in meetings that 
we add him. They just say, ‘Well, maybe some 
other character can take his place?” 


Blanka still made it to Capcom Cup, of 
course. He sits on the table between us, and will 
later be photographed in Ono's now+traditional 
tournament shot of a crowd throwing Shoryukens 
in unison. But Ono still has reason to be cheerful. 
On stage during Sony's PSX keynote presentation, 
he unveiled FANG, the last of the 16 characters 
to be announced and one of the few Capcom 
had managed to keep a lid on until the proper 
time. The Street Fighter V marketing plan has 
seen more leaks than a Glastonbury Portaloo. It's 
been a yearlong comedy of errors that began 
the day before last year's PSX, when a Capcom 
Japan staffer hit the YouTube publish button 24 
hours early and revealed Street Fighter V to the 
world. Sony's big PSX announcement had been 
scuppered by a single errant click of a mouse 
halfway across the world. 


FROM TOP Street Fighter 
series producer Yoshinori 
Ono; associate producer 
and battle designer Peter 
Rosas; Matt Dahlgren, 
senior product manager 


"| was the only person from 
Capcom Japan that came over [to PSX] for 
the announcement," Ono says. "Everyone 
around me was from Sony. | can't tell you the 
type of feeling = the crazy, horrible feeling — that 
was inside me at that moment, in that room. 
Since then, if a character has leaked, or some 
information gets out early, it's nothing. | feel like 
I've become this Zen-like monk. “Оһ, a character 
has leaked? OK, whatever. Let's move on.” 
Other Capcom staff preter gallows humour to 
pseudo-Buddhism. With a weary roll of the eyes, 
one recalls what they refer fo as the “double 
leak", when Brazilian fighter Laura was outed 
ahead of time by screenshots on one continent 
then, once they'd been taken down, a video on 
another. Many of the leaks originated in Europe, 
prompting SCEA CEO Shawn Layden to take 
Ono to one side and offer some blunt advice. 
“He said, ‘I’m gonna teach you how to 
handle marketing,” Ono recalls. “You can't 
give any assets to any of the European outlets. 
You just can't!’ Then, a few weeks later, just 
before the Brazil Game Show, someone at / 
SCEA pushed a button on YouTube..." | 
Capcom's marketing plan = а 12-топіһ, 


round-the-world parade of character and feature | d 
Q0 m 
announcements — stood no chance in an era | Ж? 
where the press are hungry for scoops, and № Wee c WM j= 
“ы А, 


dataminers scour beta filesystems and swap their 
discoveries for Reddit upvotes. Ono and Capcom 
have already changed tack, announcing the 
post-launch roster in one go at PSX instead of 
gradually throughout the year (though the 
characters had already been discovered, 
naturally). Many would be disheartened at the 
sight of one finely laid plan after another going 
up in smoke, but Ono, ever the optimist, casts 
the leaks in a more positive light. 

“It happened with Street Fighter IV too," he 
says. “It's not an issue with the marketing team 
not being buttoned up = they're doing a great 
job. But when information falls into the hands 
of the media, or people outside the company, 
they get really excited. They can't help 
themselves, and end up saying something. 

It shows how much they love and appreciate 
Street Fighter — they can't help put the information 
out there. | look at it as the fate of the brand. It's 
just something we have to live with. And with 
Street Fighter V, nearly everything was leaked. 
They must be getting really excited!" 


They have every right to be. Ono speaks 
frequently of "hitting the reset button" with Street 
Fighter V, and Capcom is doing so in such a 
way that takes Ono's travelling companion off the 


table, at least figuratively. Blanka is a nonsense 
character, built not on style or complexity but an 
almost grotesque level of tricksy gimmickry. And 
for all Street Fighter IVs brilliance, its life as a 
tournament pursuit has been dogged by little 
quirks in the combat system that turned out to be, 
if not game-breaking, then game-changing. 

A certain series of attacks could set up a 
move that was as good as impossible to block. 
Many characters could set up a ‘vortex’, whereby 
a knocked-down opponent would get up into a 
three- or fourway guessing game that, if they 
chose wrongly, would see them knocked down 
again and the whole sorry dance begin anew. 
A button technique known as ‘plinking’ (а 
contraction of ‘piano linking’) tricked the game 
engine into doubling the input window for tight 
links in combos. And then there was the ‘option 
select’, where players would rapidly input several 
different moves, the battle system magically 
picking the best option for them depending on 
what the opponent was doing. High-level Street 
Fighter IV play was absolutely, like the best 
tighting games, a battle of reactions, skill and 
wits, but it was also about exploiting the tlaws 
in the system to the fullest. 

Peter ‘Combofiend’ Rosas knows this only 
too well. He was a tournament player before 


THE WORLD 
STAGE 


While previous Street Fighters have 
been built almost exclusively in Japan, 
Ono and Capcom have taken a more 
global approach in the development of 
Street Fighter V. "What we're providing 
is a tool — if you equate it to football 
then we're providing the pitch, the kit, 
the goals and a ball," Ono says. "But 
the entertainment is happening on the 
pitch, provided by the players. We're 
essentially making the rulebook – and 
if Japan is making the rulebook, it 
might not be appropriate for players 
in other parts of the world." To that 
end, Capcom has hired community 
managers in each major territory to 
collate player feedback. The final 
decisions are made by Capcom USA. 

The global approach has fed into 
character design, too, with Ono 
crediting Capcom Europe for the 
creation of Rashid, an Arabian fighter 
designed in recognition of the size of 
the Street Fighter scene in the Middle 
East. "There's one huge downside to 
working with all these people across 
timezones - it takes a ton of time! But 
it's essential to making an appropriate 
rulebook that will be accepted by 
players all over the world." 


Karin's Tekken-like style stands her 
apart from the cast. She is also SFV's 
rarest breed: a sensibly dressed woman 


THE BEAUTIFUL GAME 


joining Capcom. He began as a community 
manager but rose quickly to a design role on 
Ultra Street Fighter IV, ironing out some - but not 
all — of the battle system's kinks. With Street 
Fighter V, his job has changed again, combining 
design duties with an associate producer role. 
On the tournament scene, Rosas was renowned 
tor his aggressive, stylish play; he played the 
game brilliantly but honestly, known more for his 
fancy combos and stunning comebacks than his 
ruthless exploitation of a given game's quirks. 
On Ultra SFIV, he was a fixer, doing what he 
could to address some deeply ingrained 
problems. His influence on the very foundations 
of SFVs design is immediately apparent. 

“All | really wanted for this game was that 
it be fun and accessible," he tells us. "When 
| think of the old days, when | played Street 
Fighter | just popped in a quarter at the arcade 
and beat up whoever was standing there, right? 
Street Fighter IV got pretty complicated; Street 
Fighter Ill was extremely complicated. | wanted 
to take it back to a simpler time, and the 
development team agreed." 

The solution, іп part, involves some deep-lying 
technical changes. Option selects and plinking 
are gone; backdashes аге no longer invincible. 
Hard knockdowns, which in SFIV prevent you 


“ALL I WANTED 
FOR THIS GAME 
WAS THAT IT 
BE FUN AND 
ACCESSIBLE... 
TO TAKE IT 
BACK TO A 
SIMPLER TIME” 


from standing up after a sweep or throw and are 
the basis for most of the game's dirtier setups, 
have been all but removed. The result is a more 
honest game at the highest standard of play. 

"In Street Fighter IV, what's high-level about it is 
your ability to prevent the other guy from doing 
something," Rosas says. "You do that through 
option selects, plinking, and other system-wide 
things that assist you. It's like, ‘Oh, | swept you, 
and now let's just play option select — whatever 
you do, | have an answer for it, because the 
games just picking the best thing out for me.’ 
That's what Street Fighter IV is currently. With 

V, it goes back to me versus you, all the time." № 


THE BEAUTIFUL GAME 


Ryota 'Kazunoko' Inoue's absolute 
mastery of Ultra SFIV's Yun saw him 
win Capcom Cup's $120,000 top prize 


Yoshinori Ono's holds smartphone and 
his Blanka toy aloft for the traditional 
tournament-closing mass Shoryuken 
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But even before you plumb the technical 
depths of SFVs battle system, the change in style 
is apparent immediately. This is a far quicker, 
more dynamic game than its predecessor. 
Damage output is much higher than in USFIV, 
meaning even beginner players can feel 
powerful, while the tournament crowd are 
discouraged from getting the lead and then sitting 
back, since one hit could change everything. 
Looking across the cast, there's been a clear shift 
away from charge characters like Guile, with 
quartercircle motions preferred to forcing a 
player to sit still for a second or two to charge up 
a special move. Chun-Li, for so long a charge 
character, is now based on quartercircles, with 
even her Lightning Legs, previously activated by 
rapidly mashing a kick button, remapped to the 
more reliable and comboftriendly Hadoken input. 

And there's a clear benefit to the game as a 
spectator sport. Fighting games may be the most 
naturally readable of all eSports pursuits — two 
big characters and two health bars chipping 
down as blows connect — but there's plenty of 
SFIV that's baffling to the uninitiated. “We're 
trying to remove anything that, if you're watching 
the game, just seems unnatural,” Rosas says. 
"Why is that guy back-dashing? Why are attacks 
going through him? Why is it that guy's flashing 
апа he ignores hits? A lot of that isn't intuitive to 
a viewer, or a beginner. We wanted to make 
sure that everything that happens makes sense.” 

Alter a fashion, anyway. This, after all, is 
a game in which men in karate suits summon 
plasma from the palms of their hands, a wushu 


fighter can do a fourseconddong upside-down 
spin kick, and a biker powers himself up by 
eating a doughnut. But fantasy is fine when the 
systems are a little more grounded in reality and, 
in any case, Street Fighter V's roster tells its own 
story about Capcom's intention for ће game. 
Alter 25 years, the company has finally made 
Ken feel like more than a Ryu palette swap with 
a few stylistic tweaks: he's fast and aggressive, 
his moveset built around his need to close space 
at speed. Ryu is more restrained, slower but 
harder hitting. Indeed, perhaps Capcom's 
greatest achievement is that every one of Street 
Fighter Vs 16 launch characters feels, and 
plays, very differently to the others. 


"The concept of Street Fighter V has been to 
reset the entire playing field for everybody," Ono 
says. "We want people to come back to a level 


*WE'RE TRYING 
TO REMOVE 
ANYTHING 
THAT, IF YOU'RE 
WATCHING 

THE GAME, 
JUST SEEMS 
UNNATURAL” 


playing field, whether they were a pro player іп 
SFIV, a series fan, or someone who's completely 
new to the genre. That led into how we designed 
the characters. Look at Ken — he has similar 
moves to what he's had in the past, but he plays 
quite differently. Chun-Li's commands have 
changed so you're like, "Wow, this has changed 
a lot.’ But her DNA is still present. That's what 
we've done to reset things — we've changed 
them, but they've kept their DINA." 

Much of that is, as Ono says, a matter of 
speciakmove design, as has always been the 
case in Street Fighter. But the real point of 
differentiation between cast members comes from 
two new systems, the V-Skill and V-Trigger. Both 
are easy to perform, in tune with the drive for 
greater accessibility — the former by pressing both 
medium attack buttons, the latter by both heavies. 
V-Skills are single moves that can be used freely 
throughout the fight, and provide a highly useful 
tool tailored to each character's playstyle. Ken's is 
a flighty forward dash; Ryu's an SFIl'style parry. 


Blocking a lot of quick attacks will 
diminish your health bar a little, 
though it'll refill over time. Rosas 
singles out recovery speed as one of 
the changes Capcom has made thanks 
to feedback from betas and demos 


Zangiet flexes his muscles and can 
absorb a single hit, while Cammy has a 
spinning backfist that passes clean through 
projectiles. V-Triggers, meanwhile, are governed 
by a meter that fills as you take hits, and 

when activated either powers you up for a 
while — boosting damage output and movement 
speed, perhaps — or gives temporary access 

to a powerful new move. Unlike its closest 
equivalent, SFIVs Ultra Combo, the V-Trigger 
isn't guaranteed to batter your opponent's 

health bar if it connects, or leave you wide 
open if it misses. Instead of an allornothing 
Hail Mary, the V-Trigger gives you the potential 
fo turn a match in your favour — but requires 

that you first learn how to use it. 

There's something of a contradiction here. 
V-Skills and V-Triggers are simpler to perform 
than the system-wide Street Fighter mechanics 
that preceded them, but they also have more 
complex applications. This is a game that's 
triendlier, certainly, but also requires more study. 
“It's a matter of figuring out how to use the tools 
that are presented to you in the most efficient 
way,” Ono says. “People will get a sense very 
early on of how these moves work and what 
they're supposed to do, but what's really going to 
change as you grow and learn is understanding 
how and when to do them. In football, if you can 
do a stepover, that's great = it's an advanced 
technique. But if you're just doing it in the middle 
of nowhere, there's no point to it. 

"In fighting games, probably the biggest 
stress is in making the character do what you 
want them to do — putting the move on the screen 
that you really want to see. We've worked really 
hard to make that hurdle as low as possible. It's 
relatively easy to do what you want to do, but if 
you want to get good, you have to really put the 
effort in. lo be able to really maximise what 


you do with these systems, you have to research, 
and study how to use them." 

Ono talks about football an awful lot — his 
desire for a ‘level playing field’ is no mere figure 
of speech. "There are tons of people that love 
that sport — millions and millions of people 


watching and playing it. But in terms of people 
that can reach the elite level, someone like 
Messi, it's a very small percentage - maybe one 
out of 200 million. We have a similar situation 
with Street Fighter. We have about eight million 
copies of SFIV out there, but to make it to the 
level of someone like Daigo Umehara? It's a very 
small percentage. But just like with football, you 
don't have to be a pro player to enjoy playing 
the game. You might just be playing in the park 
on a Sunday with your friends. It's a matter of us 
providing a place for you to do that, whatever 
your skill level. Even if you're not Messi, you can 
compete in the same game Messi is playing in." 


Street Fighter V's online component has 
been built around this concept, though Capcom's 
recent poor form at keeping secrets means Ono 
only speaks in vague terms about the mechanics 
of how it will work. In addition to new netcode, 
Street Fighter V employs an overhauled 
matchmaking system to ensure beginners aren't 
put up against killers, and vice versa. The 
in-game Capcom Fighters Network will let you 
follow and watch match replays featuring your 
favourite players. And outside of the game, 
Capcom will provide educational material to 
help players climb the skill levels — to outgrow 
the Sunday league pitch then climb the divisions, 
perhaps even become the next Messi. Fighting 
games have never been good at tutorials — 
either not teaching enough, or bombarding the 
beginner with more information than they can 
handle. A brief tutorial added to the PC and PS4 
beta suggests Capcom is leaning towards the 
former, with a framework both within and without 
the game to provide greater understanding of 
how committed players can improve. 

In other words, Capcom finally intends to 
do by itself what others have done for it in the 
past; instead of being buried in Twitch archives, 
YouTube feeds and forum posts, advanced 
tutorial content will be Capcom-badged and 
easier to find. It mirrors the approach the 
company has taken with its official tournament, 
where it has built a corporate framework around 
a pre-existing grassroots scene. The winner of 
every major tournament on the yearlong pro 
player circuit gains automatic entry to the 
32-player Capcom Cup, with ranking points 
earned across the season used to define 
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seeding and wildcard places. Attracted by the 
largest prize pool in Street Fighter history — with 
$120,000 for eventual winner Ryota 'Kazunoko' 
Inoue — the best players have travelled the globe 


all year, and the overall standard of play has 
rocketed. The process has even uncovered a 
Messi or two. Rosas points to Keoma Moutsatsos 


Pacheco, a previously unheard-of Brazilian player 
who was the only non-American or Asian to 
successfully defend his home ranking tournament 
from the influx of foreign fighters, and finished 
seventh at Capcom Cup. 

The process has been successful, but was 
also long overdue. While Riot Games was flying 
pro league Of legends players around the world 
and Valve was crowd-sourcing eighttigure prize 
pools for Dota 2 tournaments, Capcom sat on its 
hands while small scenes across the world did all 
the work. "The fighting game scene has existed 
for decades, thanks to the passion of the fans 
themselves and without a lot of Capcom 
involvement," acknowledges senior product 
manager (and the man who hands out jumbo- 
sized Capcom Cup cheques] Matt Dahlgren. 
"We felt we weren't growing as fast as some 
other games and felt like a lot of events, while 
really awesome, were stepping on each other's 
toes. We've inserted ourselves into that equation, 


trying to work with everyone so we can tell a 
better story throughout the year. 

"When | first joined Capcom | would have 
these philosophical conversations with Seth 
[Killian, designer on SFIV] about the best way to 
manage this. We had a lot of concerns that, if 
we were to get involved, we could end up 
ruining the scene. There'd be red tape, legal 
restrictions, companies trying to make a profit. 
So we made a concerted effort to stay away. 
Now we're in, we're not stamping out these 
passionate tournament organisers; instead we're 
making partnerships with them, trying to facilitate 
growth. We want things to grow, but to keep our 
culture grassroots, respecting how the scene 
came to be in the first place." 


Capcom Cup itself, however, is rather 
more corporate, with prominent Capcom 
branding and, this year, taking place as part of 
a Sony consumer show. Yet its new home at PSX 
speaks to the unique power of fighting games = 
this was not an event solely for tighting-game 
tans but for everyone, and even absolute 
newcomers can take their seat in the crowd and 
get swept along in all of the action. “Looking at 
a МОВА or an RTS, sure, there's a lot of fun in 
joining a group and winning,” Ono says, “but 


Living in a remote village, Dhalsim 
hasn't heard that hipster beards 
are over. Ryu is getting facial hair 
too, albeit via post-release DLC 


SEASON’S 
BEATINGS 


With its twin currencies and steady 
flow of post-launch content, SFV is 
being built as a service as much as a 
game, but Capcom isn't changing its 
approach to balance updates. Ono has 
spoken in the past about his belief that 
balance changes shouldn't be rushed – 
that communities should be given time 
to learn how to overcome things they 
consider to be overpowered — and that 
will continue when SFV launches. 

“If something glitchy comes out on 
the first day and we need to hotfix it 
then, yes, we'll act immediately," says 
associate producer and battle system 
designer Peter Rosas. "But it's very 
important for the community to be 
given time — if you're just constantly 
changing things, the community can't 
keep up. You're changing how the 
characters play, match-ups, everything. 
When SFIV came out, everyone said 
Zangief was the best in the game. Over 
time they were like, 'No... it's Sagat.' 
We don't anticipate making changes 
more than yearly, [after] every Capcom 
Cup. We want it to be like a season; 
unless something is blatantly broken 
or glitchy, we're just going to watch 
and see what happens." 


is it fun to watch? It's very hard to follow what's 
going on in those matches, especially if you're 
coming in at the middle. 

"With fighting games, you have a lot of 
information on one screen, and it's very easy to 
understand what's happening. And it all happens 
in a small amount of time — for a football or 
baseball match you have to sit down for a couple 
of hours, but you're not necessarily glued to the 
action 100 per cent of the time. It's about those 
little moments: the scramble before a goal, or 


when there might be a grand slam. Focus 


suddenly spikes. With fighting games, those 
spikes are constant." 


*I CAN SAY THAT 


WE DID IT: WE 
WERE ABLE TO 


BRING IN ALL 
THESE PEOPLE 
FROM ALL THESE 
DIFFERENT 
BACKGROUNDS" 


Ono's constant references to football when 
talking about Street Fighter are telling. For one 
thing, it's hard to imagine the maker of any other 
eSport drawing such comparisons: for all that 
Dota or LOL are enormous, they're also 
impenetrable, needing to be played in order 
to be properly understood. But it's also a matter 
of ambition; of the game Ono wants Street 
Fighter V to be. One that does away with a lot 
of the overly dextrous complexity of the genre to 
accommodate the absolute beginners, ensuring 
that the game is fun on a casual level, like a 
Sunday kickabout. One that makes the high-level 
game a battle of skill and tactical nous, rather 
than system exploits. And one that makes it 
easier than ever fo grow as a player. 

"| want people from all different lifestyles, 
cultures, demographics and skill levels to be 
able to jump in and play, and explosively grow 
the playerbase," Ono says. "Hopefully, in five or 
ten years, when we're sat here again about to 
announce Street Fighter МІ, we can talk about 
what actually happened. | can say that we did 
it — we were able to bring in all these people 
from all these different backgrounds, and we've 
got brand-new pro players. If | can say that, 

I'll be super happy." And if he's got Blanka 
in there, he'll be even happier. ІШ 
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We may not quite remember it as the year the current console 
generation's gloves came off — there were, once again, too 
many delays and troubled launches for that. But 2015 was 
certainly a year of barriers coming down. Indie studios were 
becoming ever more ambitious, spending the year taking on the 
big boys in terms of visuals and scope - and, inevitably, 
incurring a few delays of their own. 2014's green shoots of 
recovery in Japan blossomed in 2015, with its studios behind 
some of the year's very best work, and an announcement slate 
that suggests the nation's shift to mobile and handhelds was not 
as permanent as many believed. Moribund genres sparked back 
into life, with space sims, rhythm action and even the humble 
FMV game raking in both plaudits and sales revenues. And the 
decades-old reliance on the busy holiday season appears to be 
coming to an end: not one of our top five games of the year hit 
shelves in its final three months. 

And yet 2015 was not exactly a classic. After some 
uncomfortably public teething troubles іп 2014 as studios got to 
grips with the ins and outs of new console hardware, 2015% 
goal seemed to be to ship on time and in reasonably stable 
shape, aiming not for perfect scores but simply to avoid o 
kicking. Job done - for the most part, anyway. In the following 
pages we celebrate those that dared to aim a little higher across 
what was, by and large, a year in which too much of the 


videogame industry chose to play it safe. 
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PLAYSTATION GAME OF THE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 
EVERYBODY'S GONE 
TO THE RAPTURE 


Developer The Chinese Room Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 


While the end of the world is certainly a 
pressing matter, Everybodys Gone To The 
Raptures real draw is in the domestic 
minutiae that plays out in the ghostly echoes 
dotted about its open world. Church-group 
gossip, romantic entanglements and family 
feuds make for a beguiling, melancholy 
journey through the village of Yaughton. 


XBOX GAME 


MOTORSPORT 6 


Developer Turn 10 Studios Publisher Microsoft 


Format Xbox One 


The booming thud and splatter as you enter 
that deep puddle on the apex is quickly 
tollowed by a heavy tug towards the rumble 
strip. Forza ó's fully modelled puddles not 
only make for more convincing wet 
conditions, but transform familiar courses into 
something altogether more threatening. Car 
handling in the dry is just as good, too. 


RUNNER-UP 


GUILTY GEAR XRD 


Developer Arc System Works Publisher Aksys Games 
Format Р53, Р54 


Simply put, it has everything. А combat 
system of bewildering complexity and depth, 
explained in a patient, witty tutorial. A truly 
progressive online mode, with lobbies for up 
to 64 players and crossplatform play across 
console generations. And, best of all, a 
stunning aesthetic that makes Xrd the first 
game to live up to the ‘anime fighter’ label. 


OF IHE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 
RISE OF THE 
TOMB RAIDER 


Developer Crystal Dynamics Publisher Square Enix 


Format Xbox One 


After 2013's vulnerable mass murderer, Lara 
Croft was always going to be more 
confident in her abilities this time around - 
and so was her handler. This is a surefooted, 
expertly executed sequel, a game that's 
bigger, more beautitul and boasts a few 
more toys than its predecessor. We wouldn't 
have said no to more tombs, mind you. 


WINNER 


BLOODBORNE 


Developer FromSoftware Publisher SCE 
Format P54 


In a quiet year for PS4 exclusives Miyazaki's 
latest masterpiece takes this bloodied crown 
at a canter. Tightly focused, perfectly paced 
and set in possibly Miyazaki's finest 
corkscrewing world to date, Bloodborne 
was а classic even before another 
marvellous FromSoftware DLC expansion in 
The Old Hunters made it better still. 


HALO 5: 
GUARDIANS 


Developer 343 Industries Publisher Microsoft 


Format Xbox One 


While the campaign repeats past Halo 
crimes by taking Master Chief out of our 
hands and the spotlight, 343 does plenty to 
move Halo forward. New | movement 
abilities freshen up а 14-yearold formula, 
while multiplayer is the best ifs been in 
years. Best of all, unlike last years botched 
Master Chief Collection, it actually works. 


NINIENDO GAME ОР IHE YEAR 


RUNNER-UP 


MONSTER HUNTER 
4 ULTIMATE 


Developer Capcom Publisher Nintendo 
Format 305 


It will, in all likelihood, be eclipsed by its 
successor, but for now this is the Monster 
Hunter series’ peak. That loop of killing, 
carving and crafting is dangerously alluring, 
its combat accessible yet fearsomely deep. 
But don't ignore the sense of adventure, 
humour and spirit of generosity that are 
equally key to its appeal. 


PC GAME OF 


RUNNER-UP 


INVISIBLE, INC 


Developer/publisher Klei Entertainment 
Format Linux, Мас OS, PC, Р54 


In one of the year's most elegantly designed 
games, you're given 72 hours to save your 
futuristic spy organisation by infiltrating 
cyberpunk megacorps to get the resources 
you need. Sitting somewhere between 
stealth game, Roguelike and XCOM's squad 
strategy, Invisible, Inc has the consistency 
and transparency of a great board game. 


DO A d жа = d 


Developer/publisher Nintendo 
Format Wii U 


The most inconsistent Mario in terms of 
quality control is also the most varied. 
However, playing a theoretically endless 
parade of usergenerated stages is only half 
the story. This is а creative toolset almost 
without peer in its intuitiveness, one that 
makes the levelbuilding process a game in 
and of itself. 


THE YEAR 


Developer/publisher Ryan Clark 
Format PC 


Necrodancers brilliance lies in the way it 
uses the trappings of a traditional Roguelike 
to add strategic depth to а rhythm-action 
game - and in the way it uses the pace and 
precision of rhythm action to inject energy 
into the traditional Roguelike. It's a beautifully 
designed,  punishingly difficult adventure 
conjured out of simple parts. 


WINNER 


SPLATOON 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EAD Group No 2) 
Format Wii U 


From 15 aesthetic to its genre, Splatoon 
doesn't seem like a Nintendo game. Yet as 
soon as it's in your hands, you know it is: it's 
an elegant, immaculately tuned piece of 
holistic design, calibrated to maximise fun. 
Meanwhile, its effervescent art and sound 
design suggest that Nintendo should unleash 
its younger creatives more often. 


Developer/publisher Squad 
Format PC 


A pioneer of early access development, 
Kerbal Space Program truly benefitted from 
being created іп conjunction with a 
community. This spaceflight simulator is a 
wondertul game in its own right, made more 
so by Squad's willingness to incorporate 
ideas from outside. It'll soon be released on 
console, but its home will always be on PC. 
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MULTIFORMAT GAME OF THE YEAR 


DESTINY THE 
TAKEN KING 


Developer Bungie Publisher Activision 
Format 360, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


The Taken King is the work of a studio finally 
starting to understand the game it has 
created. More evenly balanced, more 
generous in its content and friendlier in its 
progression, The Taken King is the best 
Destiny has ever been, a marvellous shared- 
world shooter made by a studio that is once 
again approaching the peak of its powers. 


BEST VISUA 


RUNNER-UP 


GUILTY GEAR XRD 


Developer Arc System Works Publisher Aksys Games 
Format PS3, PS4 


Xrds characters are full 3D models, 
animated at OOfps. The game only 
interpolates every fourth frame, meaning the 
characters seem to move at l5fps and in 
tune with the ‘80s anime aesthetic. Then 
someone triggers a super move and the 
camera unhooks, twirling around for a 
realtime, іп-епдіпе cinematic. Astonishing. 


HER STORY 


Developer/publisher Sam Barlow 
Format iOS, PC 


Surely no one could possibly have foreseen 
that ап FMV game with a single, static 
camera would be one of the most gripping 
and inventive interactive experiences of 
2015. lts presence here is testament to 
writer-director Sam Barlow's fearlessness and 
a committed, enigmatic performance from 
actress Viva Seifert. 


U 
М: 
ARKHAM KNIGHT 


Developer Warner Brothers Publisher Rocksteady 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Rocksteadys extraordinary accomplishment 
with Arkham Knight is taking principles 
established in Arkham Asylum and applying 
that to Gotham as a whole. From the rotting 
foundations of glittering Founders Island to the 
sums of Miagani, this is an incredible 
backdrop to glide over — or blast through in 
the sadly undercooked Batmobile. 


METAL GEAR 
SOLID V 


Developer Kojima Productions Publisher Konami 
Format 360, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


A triumph in almost every sense save its 
divisive narrative, MGSV gives the player far 
more power over their experience than any 
prior game in the series. Advanced Al and a 
systemic approach to design make this a 
reliable generator of action-movie setpieces. 
Kojima's love of cinema survives, but the 
player is now the director. 


WINNER 


BLOODBORNE 


Developer FromSoftware Publisher SCE 
Format Р54 


It's not just the dank, blood-splattered look of 
the thing that thrills, but how it all fits 
together, too, those twisting areas knitted 
together coherently by faultless world design. 
We'd like to be able to turn off chromatic 
aberration, but this is a remarkable artistic 
achievement by a studio that previously put 
visuals a little lower on its list of priorities. 


BEST AUDIO DESIGN 


RUNNER-UP 
ELITE 
DANGEROUS 


Developer/publisher Frontier Developments 
Format PC, Xbox One 


Set predominantly in a soundless vacuum, 
Elite Dangerous might seem оп unlikely 
choice. However, the very first thing you 
hear as you ease your throttle forward is the 
roar of engines that sound at once 
mechanically familiar апа threateningly 
alien. And it's one of the most gratitying 
noises to ever grace a game. 


OF THE 
RODANCER 


Developer Brace Yourself Games 


Publisher Klei Entertainment Format PC 


Rhythm-action games survive or die based 
on the quality of their music, and the 
soundtrack for Crypt Of The Necrodancer is 
what ensures the game's success. Each zone 
is accompanied by danceable electronica 
that matches the mood of whatever dungeon 
you're currently exploring. This isn't just a 
backing track — it's a call to action. 


BEST STORYTELLING 


RUNNER-UP 
THE 
WITCHER Ill 


Developer/publisher CD Projekt 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


І5 а sad commentary on the state of the 
modern RPG that The Witcher lIl drew such 
praise for simple virtue of its story not being 
terrible, but here we all are. And in any 
case, there's a lot here to like, from the 
warm, believable Geralt to its sensitively 
written female cast, and a tale that veers 
effortlessly from the bawdy to the brutal. 


RUNNER-UP 
LIFE 15 
STRANGE 


Developer Dontnod Entertainment Publisher Square Enix 
Format 360, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


Life Is Strange earned a strong cult following 
by capturing the emotional chum of 
adolescence in all its rawness, even as it 
occasionally stumbled over the details. From 
moments of introspection to high-stakes 
dilemmas, it conjured powerful and affecting 
vignettes that resonated with anyone who 
remembers their teens. 


Developer DICE Publisher EA 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


The shrill timbre of blasters echo off of 
Tatooine's cliff faces, TIE fighters screech 
through the air, and allies’ voices crackle 
over the radio. And then there's the music, 
which somehow manages to blur its segues 
between John Williams originals and newly 
created compositions. It's a soundscape of 
astonishing accomplishment. 


WINNER 


HER STORY 


Developer/publisher Sam Barlow 
Format iOS, PC 


How do you craft an absorbing narrative 
when its fragments can be found in any 
order? You do so by making every piece 
count, and by inviting the player to excavate 
and reassemble them. The result: each 
character beat, each revelation, feels like a 
personal discovery. A daringly unorthodox 
approach that pays off handsomely. 


8] 
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PUBLISHER 


ACTIVISION 


RUNNER-UP 


ACTIVISION 


The risible Tony Hawk's Pro Skater 5 aside, 
this was a fine year for Activision, showing 
that it doesn't intend to rely solely on COD, 
WOW and Skylanders until the heat death 
of the universe. Destiny, Guitar Hero live 
and surprises like Transformers Devastation 
show that Activision is still, despite the 
common perception, а company prepared 
to take a gamble. 


STUDIO 


RUNNER-UP 


SQUAD 


Squad's willingness to work openly with the 
Kerbal Space Program community has seen 
a rudimentary TlGSource demo grow into a 
hugely successtul simulator that's been used 
as a teaching aid by NASA. A relatively tiny 
team even now, it's shaped its business and 
development practices around giving KSP 
the best possible chance at success = and it's 
certainly paid off. 


BANDAI 
МАМСО 


Bandai Namco doesn't make many of its 
own successes these days, but it sure can 
identity the potential in others’. It played 
distro for The Witcher Ill; signed up the 
already crowdfunded Project Cars; remade 
Dark Souls Il, a game it bankrolled off the 
success of a Sony game; and got the Crossy 
Road team to make a new PacMan. Smart 
thinking in a riskriddled industry. 


КО Па 
PROOUCTIONS 


This is, if we're honest, in equal parts a high 
tive for Hideo Kojima and two fingers to his 
former paymaster, Konami. The latter's 
handling of the studio, and auteur, behind 
one of the best games of the year has been 
abysmal, office politics meaning that MGSV: 
The Phantom Pain, the best Metal Gear to 
date, will also be KojiPro's last. At least we'll 
always have Afghanistan. 


‘Nintendo 


WINNER 


NINTENDO 


Splatoon was a very Nintendo take on the 
online shooter, Super Mario Maker did 
likewise for the level editor and Monster 
Hunter 4 proved the enduring power of 
3DS, if only in Japan. The sudden passing of 
Satoru Iwata will mean few within Nintendo 
will look back on 2015 with much fondness, 
but this was another peerless year from the 
world's best videogame publisher. 


WINNER 


FROMSOFTWARE 


From is that rarest of breeds: a game studio 
with a designer, rather than a businessman, 
for a president. The benefits of Hidetaka 
Miyazaki's appointment certainly showed in 
the company’s output, with the Miyazaki- 
helmed Bloodborne giving Р54 its first true 
system seller, while Dark Souls Il: Scholar Of 
The First Sin arrived as the years finest 
remake. When does Miyazaki sleep? 


GANE OF IHE YEAR 


FIVE 


KERBAL SPACE PROGRAM 


Developer/publisher Squad 
Format PC 


Having benefitted enormously from years of 
open development, Kerbal Space Program 
arrived as one of the year's deepest and most 
inventive games. Part creative toolset, part 
puzzle game, and part explosive sandbox, it 
allows players to encounter the reality of 
spaceflight to whatever degree of depth they 
choose. Younger players can have fun 
building basic rockets and planes, and 


Kerbin's 


lower 


flinging them through 
atmosphere. Then, at the highest level, 
players can build refuelling stations in 


orbit and launch manned expeditions to 
far-off planets. 

All of this is accessible enough to be 
enjoyable but accurate enough, as o 
simulation, to force the player to pick up 
some real rocket science along the way. As 
such, Kerbal Space Program feels laudable 
in a way that few games ultimately achieve. 
It imparts a real respect for space travel and 
astrophysics, but is lighthearted enough for 
laughter to be as legitimate a response to 
rocketry as awe. It's this balancing act that 
makes KSP essential. 


FOUR 


HER STORY 


Developer/publisher Sam Barlow 
Format iOS, PC 


An increasingly соттоп method о! 
interactive storytelling has players arriving 
after the fact, reconstructing the narrative by 
individual parts and 


arranging them into а chronology. In that 


gathering | together 
sense, Her Story is doing nothing we haven't 
seen before — except it is, by immersing us 
more deeply in the process. We might well 
stumble across a vital piece of testimony by 
happy accident, but it's only our prodding 
and prompting that has brought us to it. 
We're afforded a vital part in this detective 
drama as the person doing the donkey work 
that leads to that eureka moment. In that 
experience the 
uncomfortable voyeurism that naturally comes 


investigative role we 


with it, while the list of keywords іп ће 
search history reveals much about us, 
perhaps even confirming prejudices and 
judgemental streaks. It would fall apart 
without a bravura display trom Viva Seifert 
and without a script that manages to offer 
closure with plenty lett unsaid — and enough 
lingering ambiguities to leave room for two 


very distinct interpretations. 
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GANE OF IHE YEAR 


THREE 


SPLATOON 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EAD Group No 2) 
Format Wii U 


You have to admire the audacity of a game 
that gives you a bucket for a weapon. The 
Slosher lets you hurl coloured ink up and over 
walls, giving you a quick route to what could 
be a strategically useful vantage point while 
potentially dousing enemies lying in wait on 
the other side. This single interaction says 
everything about Splatoon. It wants to let you 
make a mess and swim up walls, to give you 
tremendous freedom of movement, and to 
maintain a moreish sense of momentum that 
encourages you to jump into another three- 
minute battle as soon as the last one's over. 
And, crucially, it wants to be accessible to 
everyone. With the Slosher, your aim doesn't 
have to be perfect — especially when the 
objective is to ink more territory than the other 
team. In that light, Splatoon's idiosyncrasies — 
the schedule that limits the available maps 
and modes, the simplistic matchmaking - 
make sense. That immediacy, and the savvy 
dripteed of new maps and gear, is why, at a 
time when many online games have long 
been lett behind, Splatoon is still being talked 
about, played and adored. 


TWO 


METAL GEAR SOLID V 


Developer Kojima Productions Publisher Konami 
Format 360, PC, Р53, Р54, Xbox One 


It's difficult to tell what Konami will do with 
posHKojima Metal Gear. As open-ended and 
player-driven as the designer's final game in 
the series is, it nonetheless bears its creator's 
indelible hallmark. There are plenty of studios 
capable of making open-world military action 
games, but none that would be able to easily 
imitate Metal Gears particular style and 
strangeness. This is a game of strategic depth 
and realistic violence that also includes a 
knitewielding dog and а skulHaced villain 
called Skull Face. It's part of a series of 
personal and philosophical responses to the 
threat of nuclear proliteration, and also a 
game in which you kidnap men to work on 
your oiltig base by strapping them to a 
magic balloon. MGSV is unafraid to be fun 
and silly as well as serious and portentous. 
The player's creativity and initiative is always 
treated with respect, and that distinctive tone 
is а product of the decision to encourage you 
to both think and play. MGSV is 
spectacularly clever even as it is deeply 
dumb, and that's why it will always be so 
beloved by its fans, and us with them. 


ОМЕ 


BLOODBORNE 


Developer FromSoftware Publisher SCE 
Format P54 


"Based Miyazaki," wrote Soulsgame YouTuber Michael '"VaatiVidya' Samuels 
in the comments section beneath Bloodborne's announcement trailer in June 
2014. "My channel survives for another year." It's a telling line, and not just for 
its commentary on the precarious nature of fame and success on the world's 
biggest video-sharing site. Samuels’ work is dedicated to Bloodborne and the 
Souls series, and his deeply researched lore videos couldn't be done for other 
games. From's approach to story is special, and Bloodborne is its best work yet. 

It has the studio's best combat system, too, taking the meaty weight of a 
connecting blow in a Souls game and wrapping it all up in a dramatically 
faster pace. Flighty dashes replace ponderous dodgerrolls and are used as 
much for getting into the action as escaping trom it. DuaHorm trick weapons 
open up combo possibilities unprecedented in a From game. And the Regain 
system, which lets you claw back lost health by quickly retaliating, encourages 
and rewards a frontfooted approach. It's a transforming scythe to the face to 
those who saw in Bloodborne a simple extension of the Souls formula, and a 
studio settling a little too comfortably into a rhythm. 

And, heavens above, the world. Yharnam is a remarkable creation, another 
showcase of Miyazaki's peerless ability to stitch disparate areas into a world 
using devious paths and shortcuts. This is his finest spot of needlework to date, 
varied but believable, the urge to see what lies around the next corner 
undimmed by the knowledge that it's probably going to be something quite 
traumatic. The results, combined, are exquisite, cementing From as one of the 
finest studios in the industry today, and Miyazaki as one of its greatest 
designers. We may not quite depend on From's work for our livelihoods but, 
like Samuels, we can't bear to contemplate life without it. 
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|I HE 


E D GE 


WORST 
COMEBACK 


TONY HAWK'S 
PRO SKATER 5 


Developer Robomodo Publisher Activision 
Format 360, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


“Топу! Activision Exec here. Hope all's 
well. Listen: we want you back on 
shelves. Its been too long. But we're 
going to need to make a few tweaks. 
Tastes change, you know? People have 
different standards these days. They want 
unfinished, ugly, buggy rubbish with 
terrible physics and tossed-off mission 
design. Oh, and a forced online mode 
that doesn't really work. Sound good? 
Great. See you down the mocap studio.” 


ALTERNATIVE 


BEST 
PERFORMANCE 
TWEAKS 


DRIVECLUB 


Developer Evolution Studios Publisher SCE 
Format PS4 


Evolution had a bit of a time of it when it 
launched 2014's DriveClub in, to put it 
politely, a rather underwhelming state. But 
since then the studio has worked tirelessly 
to hammer out the dents and replace 
wheezing components with raceready 
attermarket parts. The result is the most 
exhilarating, and beautiful, racing game 
on the market, and now you can enjoy all 
that work with 1000cc lodged between 
your legs in the surprise Bikes DLC. 


AWARDS 


BEST USE OF 
INFLATABLES 


MGSV: THE 
PHANTOM PAIN 


Developer Kojima Productions Publisher Konami 
Format 360, PC, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 


Metal Gear Solid has always been silly, 
but Kojima's swansong sends the 
nonsense levels into orbit with the Fulton 
device. Attach it to any stunned human or 
animal and they shoot up into the clouds 
on a balloon, upon which they're picked 
up by air transport and taken back to 
Mother Base. In reality, the game's subtitle 
is a reference to the whiplash sustained 
by being suddenly flung several hundred 
metres into the stratosphere. 


SOGGIEST 
ENVIRONMENT 


SOMA 


Developer/publisher Frictional Games 
Format PC, Р54 


Soma' setting is its greatest asset, and 
clomping your way unprotected through 
the damp, creaking bulkheads, corridors 
and heavy airlock doors is convincing 
enough to bring on a bout of sniffles. You 
can almost smell the must as you crack 
open another long-abandoned section of 
Soma's Pathos-ll undersea base, the trickle 
of leaking seals echoing in the darkness 
ahead as you step onto yet another cold, 
metal floor. 


BEST FESTIVAL 
PREPAREDNESS 


GUITAR HERO 
LIVE 


Developer FreeStyle Games Publisher Activision 
Format 360, 105, PS3, PS4, Wii 0, Xbox One 


Some say FreeStyle Games’ transitions 
between its crowds’ positive and negative 
feedback were jarring апа unrealistic. 
Nonsense. After all, who doesn’t head to 
a festival with baby wipes, warm beer 
and a selection of large signs expressing 
approval and disgust, hastily whipping 
out the latter as soon as the guitarist hits a 
bum note? The best of the positive lot, 
meanwhile, reads “I'm proud of you". 
Thanks for coming out, mum. 


BEST PILOTWINGS 
IMPRESSION 


JUST CAUSE 3 


Developer Avalanche Studios Publisher Square Enix 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Just Cause 3 falters when Rico Rodriguez's 
feet touch terra firma, but why bother 
landing when flying about the place is 
such fun? Plunging through circular air 
gates might have litle to do with 
liberating Medici, but Rico's wingsuit is 
calibrated with a degree of nuance that 
recalls Nintendo's classic flight sim series. 
And is it just us, or do his swoops and 
climbs echo those of a certain plumber 
equipped with a cape feather? 


SHARPEST 
CORNERING 


ASSASSIN'S 
CREED: 
SYNDICATE 


Developer/publisher Ubisoft (Quebec) 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Ubisoft has always played fast and loose 
with the accuracy of its historical 
simulations, but we | assumed the 
reviewers guide was having us on. 
Apparently not. Should you find yourself in 
pursuit of a Victorian miscreant, a tap of 
the lett trigger while driving a carriage 
will allow you to turn down the narrowest 
thoroughfare while hardly losing speed. 
You'll believe a horse can drift. 


MOST DECEIVING 
APPEARANCE 


ORI AND THE 
BLIND FOREST 


Developer Moon Studios Publisher Microsoft 
Format PC, Xbox One 


From its sun-dappled introduction where 
an adorable litle moppet bonds with a 
Totoro-esque guardian, Ori has the look of 
a sweet, pastoral Ghibli film, full of 
cheerful, lighthearted whimsy. Its difficulty 
curve, however, is more reminiscent of 
Hidetaka Miyazaki than Hayao, with 
checkpoinHree runs through gauntlets of 
spikes, and three elemental pursuits in 
particular proving as tough to beat as any 
of Yharnam’s bestiary. 


MOST 
DYSFUNCTIONAL 
FAMILY 


MORTAL 
KOMBAT X 


Developer Netherrealm Studios Publisher Warner 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


In which the problems of trying to tell a 
story in a fighting game are laid bare. 
Johnny Cage and Sonya Blade were 
married and had a daughter = ће now- 
playable Cassie. In the story mode, they 
work together, but in versus? Mum gets о 
drone to shoot the kid's head off, before 
Johnny gets revenge by pulling his belle's 
ribcage apart. Christmas dinner must be 
tense in the Cage household. 


LEAST 
IMPROVED 


FALLOUT 4 


Developer/publisher Bethesda 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


The leap to more powerful hardware 
presented Bethesda with an opportunity to 
mend its reputation — to make something 
as vast and flexible as ever, but actually 
have it work properly this time. Instead, it 
did what it always does: throw out 
something that looks OK, runs acceptably 
most of the time, and has more bugs than 
a GCHQ stockroom, hoping that 
modders will simply sort it out. Maybe 
next time, eh? 


WORST BUYER'S 
REMORSE 


BATMAN: 
ARKHAM KNIGHT 


Developer Rocksteady Studios Publisher Warner 
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 


A fourtigure spend later, you're а 
graphics-card-carrying member of the 
master race. On PC, they say, you can 
play the best possible versions of 
multiformat games, with ^ maxed-out 


graphics at infinity frames per second. 
Then one of the most beautiful games of 
the year arrives, and it runs like a dog. 
The publisher takes it off sale for four 
months while it tries to fix it. Those Steam 
sales are good, though, right? 


MOST TEDIOUS 
COMMUTE 


ELITE 
DANGEROUS 


Developer/publisher Frontier Developments 
Format PC, Xbox One 


Elite Dangerous's throbbing engine sounds 
and tense, dramatic space battles might 
raise the pulse, but you'll spend a lot more 
time in holding patterns and docking 
queues as you ferry cargo bays full of 
semi-precious materials from station to 
station in the hope of saving up for a 
bigger ship and a more glamorous 
lifestyle. We wouldn't have it any other 
way, but it would be nice if we could at 
least get Radio 4 out here. 
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How did Android: Netrunner become the game 
ot game designers? And could this tabletop 
sensation ever be realised in videogame form? 


By MATHEW KUMAR 
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Netrunner lead designer Damon 
Stone, who previously worked 
on Fantasy Flight's hugely 
successful A Game Of Thrones 


esigned by Magic: The Gathering's Richard Garfield 
and considered to be one of his greatest designs, 
Netrunner was, until late 2012, a largely forgotten 
collectible card game. Re-released by Fantasy Flight 
Games - the publisher of well-received board and 
card games such as X-Wing Miniatures Game and A 
Game Of Thrones - as Android: Netrunner, the game 
has since picked up legions of fans, among them 
videogame designers and game academics. At the 
2015 Android: Netrunner World Championships — 
part of Fantasy Flight Games' five-day Organized 
Play World Championships at the company's own 
Game Center in an industrial park in Roseville, 
Minnesota - we watch over 250 players from across 
the world compete, and try to identify what makes 
Netrunner the modern game designer's game. 


Constructed asymmetrically, Netrunner sees 
players take turns playing both a corporation and a 
runner. As a corporation, they create servers, protect 
them with ice, and attempt to advance agendas in 
order to win the game. As the runner, players install 
programs (such as icebreakers), hardware and 
resources, and make runs on the corporation's 


servers in an attempt to break in and steal the 
agendas and, in turn, win. At first glance, the game 
seems deeply complex - a perception not helped by 
a terrible manual - and it can be arcane at high-level 
play. But in reality it has an impressively simple set 
of rules that centre the game on players' ability to 
perform their plans efficiently and deal with not only 
bluffing but the information hidden on the board 
(cards in servers are installed face down, and can 
be traps or ice that runners сап or can't deal with). 

"One of the things that's really elegant in 
Richard's original design is the concept of limited 
action," Netrunner's lead designer, Damon Stone, 
explains. "By restricting what the player can do, it 
actually offers creativity to the player. They need to 
find a way to accomplish what they want by forcing 
their will upon the game." 

Quintin Smith, of board and videogame shows 
Shut Up & Sit Down and Cool Ghosts, considers 
Netrunner the only game to have taken over his life. 
"Netrunner is nothing if not a sequence of interesting 
decisions," he says, echoing Civizilation designer 
Sid Meier's famous definition of a game. "And the 
decisions are interesting not only because you're 
doing calculations of risk and reward, but also 
because you're trying to read the other person. It's 
simultaneously an interesting mathematical puzzle 
and a braggadocious game of poker. In a game of 
Hearthstone it's rare that you'll get the feeling that 
you truly bested someone, or that you won by being 
clever or sneaky. Netrunner has that in spades." 

Mark Of The Ninja designer Nels Anderson is 
among those attending the World Championships. 
Between making videogames for Campo Santos - 
currently Firewatch — he plays Netrunner and records 
a podcast, Terminal7, about the game alongside 
Jesse Turner of Slick Entertainment. Anderson sees 
the success of Netrunner in three components. "The 


asymmetry makes the game a lot more interesting. 
At least half the time you’re solving a different set of 
problems so, as the corporation, you're considering 
what you'd do as a runner, and vice versa," he says. 

"Then there's the hidden information. It's not just 
what cards each player has in their hands, it's what 
cards are on the table. Is that card a trap? Is it 
something | need to get now? Or is it something 
you're giving me now because you'll put me in a bad 
position later on so you can do what you want? 

“Thirdly, the theming is really strong. Magic: The 
Gathering never hooked me and, it's a small quibble, 
but there you're pitting a flock of birds with three 
damage against a pikeman with one damage. It’s a 
hodgepodge of images and numbers that may or 
may not have anything to do with each other." 

Stone agrees that the theming is of huge 
importance to Netrunner's success. "We try to make 
things in the game realistic in terms of being based 
in technologies scientists are working on or concepts 
from computing that are in development," he says. 

"My favourite cards meld theme and mechanics 
well. I'm a big fan of the card Scorched Earth 
[capable of ending the game by killing the runner]. 
Here's a way of doing massive amounts of damage 
to the runner by simply blowing up the building 
they're in, because that's the kind of thing a 
cyberpunk corporation would do. And even if it 
doesn't kill the runner, they have to spend turns 
recovering, because they've been hurt." 

Anderson views this as one of the key lessons 
that designers are taking away from Netrunner. 
"Even the smallest thing in a game, if you have to 
make it more thematic or less thematic, always make 
it more thematic," he says, pulling the reference 
points closer to videogaming. “It’s one of the reasons 
FromSoftware's games are so good. Mechanically, 
yes, they're incredible, but the world and edifice 
they fit around those mechanics are all in theme. 


Two players 
from Toronto's 
meta compete. 
Its strongest 
player, Dien Tran, 
finished ninth 


"THERE ARE SO MANY LESSONS 
ACROSS THE BOARD, BUT PLAYER 
EXPRESSION IS ANOTHER HUGE PART" 


"There are so many lessons across the board, but 
player expression is another huge part. There's the 
whole game you play at the table and the entire 
game you play beforehand, where you consider what 
decks you want to play — what do you as a player 
find interesting? How can you express the way you 
like to solve problems?" 


As a Living Card Game, Netrunner survives via 
monthly data pack releases, each of which consists of 
20 new cards. Like Magic: The Gathering, the game 
has several factions (four corporations, three runner 
factions), and players build their own corporation 
and runner decks from the available card pool. 

Via this release schedule, Stone and his design 
team try to ensure that there's a flow to Netrunner's 
deck metagame. "We frequently create multiple cards 
together, and they'll be released a couple of packs or 
sometimes entire cycles [each set of six data packs 
makes up a cycle] apart," he explains. "There are 
times when we release answers to things that we 
haven't introduced yet. We have a really great set of 
playtesters, and we use their feedback to help design 
cards. If we notice that one deck is really strong — 


RUNNING 
HARD 


The 2015 Netrunner World 
Championships were won for 
the second time in a row by 
American Dan D'Argenio, with 
a player from the UK, David 
Hoyland (UK National Champion 
2014), coming third. 

With the global meta 
continually evolving, there was 
debate over the strength of 
certain deck archetypes being 
stronger than others, with one 
newly released corporation card 
leading to 11 out of the top 16 
players running one style of 
corporation, and one runner 
deck (piloted by D'Argenio) 
considered near-unbeatable. 

It's something Stone is aware 
of, saying he'd like to see 
Netrunner evolve to be more 
diverse and competitive: “It's 
common for a couple of decks 
to be seen as the best decks, 
and they tend to come to 
tournaments in overwhelming 
numbers. | want there to be 
enough variety across the 
factions for everyone to field 
a range of competitive decks.” 
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Тһе base Netrunner box 
delivers lots of bits and 
pieces — brain damage 
tokens, virus counters, 
credits and more 


"| DON'T KNOW ANYONE WHO PLAYS 
ANDROID: NETRUNNER WHO CAN 
STOMACH PLAYING HEARTHSTONE" 


GETTING 
STARTED 


It's tempting to view the 
competitive scene as the be-all 
and end-all of a game, but what 
goes down at Evo, for example, 
doesn't set the tone for every 
game of Street Fighter played 
for the rest of the year. 

"It's really important for 
new players to know that in 
Netrunner you can buy a core 
set alone and play it for 
months," Stone says. "You can 
find out what factions you like, 
and buy those boxes. Figure out 
what kind of decks you like to 
play and buy those packs. 
There's a misconception that 
you must buy everything, which 
comes from the competitive, 
collectible card game mindset, 
and the game really isn't 
structured like that." 

Indeed, if you're interested 
in Android: Netrunner we 
recommend that you pick up a 
core set, a copy of the data pack 
Opening Moves, and head to a 
local Netrunner event – check 
netrunners.co.uk - to get an 
introduction to the game from 
one of its established players. 
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based оп certain cards, we'll ensure there's either 
a viable answer in that or the next pack, or we 
explore if the answer exists already." 

The team at Fantasy Flight are also using 
Netrunner to push cyberpunk fictions in interesting 
directions. Characters within the game are largely 
mixed race and of varying genders and sexuality, 
and the next cycle of cards, the Mumbad Cycle, is 
to be set entirely in India, following the story of the 
campaign for clones to gain citizenship. Told across 
the release of each data pack, it's akin to the release 
of DLC for a story-based game, but with the unique 
challenge of also always having to offer a 'pick-up- 
and-play' experience for players who either choose 
to dip in and out of data pack purchases or who 
simply don't have an interest in the game's story 
told through theme. 

With the intense amount of playtesting required 
and difficulty of making changes - there's no easy 
way to patch a flaw outside of banning or errata — 
Anderson admits that a major lesson of Netrunner 
for him is that he'd "never want to design a 
competitive card game. It's clear how much work 
is required and how important the community is." 

Indeed, Netrunner relies heavily on its community 


across the world, the diversity of which is on show at 
the World Championships. While lacking in gender 
balance - an issue that the team at Fantasy Flight is 
aware of - the game attracts a wide racial and 
regional diversity, with strong communities as far 
afield as Scandinavia, the Philippines and China. 

A 12-strong contingent of players from the UK are 
also in attendance, one member revealing in casual 
conversation that the group had drilled 78 games 

of Netrunner on the transatlantic flight alone. 


Within videogame circles, the most celebrated 
meta (the term for a local Netrunner community) has 
to be NYU Game Center's Local Meta, which boasts 
designers such as Doug Wilson (Johann Sebastian 
Joust) among its members. The meta invited 
Netrunner's previous lead designer, Lukas Litzsinger, 
to give a talk at the center's annual PRACTICE: 
Game Design In Detail conference in 2014. 

The popularity of Netrunner in the scene has 
also led to several videogame-minded derivatives. 
Michael Brough (868-Hack) has released an 
Android: Netrunner demake, Cybergallop, as 
freeware, while Zach Gage (SpellTower) has 
written on Medium about the "hyper-local meta" 

- a quick-and-dirty design for players overwhelmed 
by Fantasy Flight's frequent pack releases. 


Апа yet, although aware of Netrunner's 
popularity with game designers, Fantasy Flight 
has been slow to capitalise on this or move 
Netrunner into the videogame space, something 
Smith puts down to the difficulty of creating 
truly engaging bluffing in the digital space. 
"Videogames don't have a particularly rich history 
with bluffing,” he notes. "It's not something Al is 
particularly good at, and it's not something that's 
particularly fun when you can't see your opponent. 
Even if I'm terrible at poker, I'd rather play it in 
person because | can feel like I’m reading my 
opponent. If | call your bluff after looking in your 
eyes, that's a tremendously satisfying experience 
| can't get online." 

Despite that, the incredible success of Activision 
Blizzard's Hearthstone, currently raking in higher 
revenues than World Of Warcraft, makes Smith 
frustrated about the lack of a digital Netrunner. 

"| don't know anyone who plays Android: Netrunner 
who can stomach playing Hearthstone," he says. 
"We have here a beautiful game that captures the 
imagination of so many people without a digital 
component, and | can't wait to see those two things 
meet in the middle." 


However, Fantasy Flight is beginning to dip 
its toes in the water in a rather roundabout fashion, 
announcing shortly before the World Championships 
that Legacy Games (an unremarkable developer of 
TV tie-ins for phone platforms] is releasing a mobile 
RPG based on Netrunner and written by 80 Days 
scribe Meg Jayanth. It's a strange decision — the title 
will use none of Netrunner's design, instead largely 
relying on the game's setting — and one that seems 
like an own goal given that a universally lauded 
design exists on the table, and online card games 
have become a billion-dollar business. 


Netrunner's megalopolis of 
New Angeles is home to the 
Beanstalk, a space elevator 
that rises up into low orbit 


These factors don't appear to be an issue for 
Fantasy Flight Games, whose focus remains on the 
tabletop version. (Stock shortages of key Netrunner 
data packs make it clear that just maintaining the 
game at its present level of popularity is challenge 
enough.) The company is also ambivalent about the 
tools that have sprung up to try to engender an online 
Netrunner community. OCTGN is a generic tabletop 
simulator with a large community despite being 
incredibly complex to use, and newcomer jinteki.net 
offers a web interface and automation that's been 
widely praised. Neither are considered good 
introductions to Netrunner - in fact, most players 
consider it a bad idea to attempt to learn 
the game online — but they do offer proof that it 
can work in the digital space. 

“It's not impossible for Netrunner to be a success 
as a videogame," Smith concludes. “I certainly 
never thought online poker would take off in the 
way it did. | think it's possible for videogames to 
offer the design space where bluffing is possible — 
games like Ubisoft's RUSE did it very well, though 
it was sadly overlooked – and | think Netrunner 
could be the one to do it." Ш 
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GALAK-Z: THE 
DIMENSIONAL 


How Halo and classic anime inspired a 
Roguelike shooter with the brightest of enemies 


By Marr CLAPHAM & BEN MAXWELL 


Developer/publisher 17-Bit 
Format PC, PS4 
Origin Japan/US 

Release 2015 


ike any ambitious space mission, GalakZs 

launch was fraught with peril and the 

potential for disaster. The game represented 

17-Bit's difficult second album following the 
success of Skulls Of The Shogun, and one that 
packed remarkable and potentially problematic 
enemy ДІ behind its atmospheric 2D visuals. 
It didn't go smoothly. A litany of bugs and 
technical glitches blighted Galak-Zs release, 
forcing 17-Bit's small development team into 
three weeks of damage limitation as they tried 
to get their new vessel back on course. 

"There was a bunch of stuff coming in that 
we'd never seen before and we were freaking 
out, trying to patch it immediately," 17-Bit 
founder Jake Kazdal tells us. "So it was kind of 
a bumpy start. But we fixed it, and the reviews 
were fantastic. We made some really daring 
design choices, so it was gratitying to see that, 
tor the most part, | think people really liked it.” 

Those daring design choices had 
inauspicious, but fortuitous beginnings. Kazdal 
had finished his work on Skulls and was now 
focused on marketing. He'd previously been 
invited to a game design workshop following 
a talk he delivered at the DigiPen Institute Or 
Technology in Redmond, Washington, where 
tive of the attendees had expressed interest in a 
summer internship. "| was like, ‘Sure, we're close 
by = why don't you guys come down and we'll 
start noodling on the next project's concept?" 
Kazdal says. “I'd been thinking about it for quite 
a while, and | gave them tons of notes, sketches 
and stuff like that. | just laid out the whole project 
for them and they started banging away on it, 
and we had a prototype very quickly." 

A second chance encounter saw Ed Fries, 
former Microsoft vice president of game 
publishing, introduce Kazdal to Cyntient, an 
artificial intelligence specialist. A startup, it 
was looking for a partner project as it finished 
working on its middleware while deciding on 
the direction the company would move in next. 

"They were pretty focused on more social 
stuff, and strategy games," Kazdal explains. "I 
said, ‘Well, this is going to be an action game, 
but | really love cutting-edge Al.’ My favourite 
game of all time is probably the original Halo 
on legendary, where the combat is just so fluid, 
organic and different. Even if you're playing the 
same level over and over, those bigger battles 
are original every time. So we talked a lot about 
that stuff and | was like, ‘That's what | want to do 


Aside from formidable pilots and plenty of mechs, there's 
also indigenous life to contend with inside asteroids 


- | want to do Halo in 2D. | want that same 
level of control, that same level of fidelity and 
great, organic, evolving combat.” 

With Cyntient happily onboard, Kazdal 
worked with one of Skulls’ animators, industry 
veteran and former PC Gamer journalist Colin 
Williamson, to design the look of the game. The 


aesthetic they settled on was heavily inspired by 


"THERE WAS A BUNCH 


OF STUFF COMING IN 
THAT VVE'D NEVER 


SEEN BEFORE AND VVE 


VVERE FREAKING OUT, 
TRYING TO PATCH IT” 


"705 and "805 anime, the final component — 
along with deep physics and Al- based 
gameplay — in what was rapidly shaping up 
to be Kazdal's ideal adventure game. 

"I'd been doing scifi stuff for years as a 
concept artist, and | wanted to do something 
that would stand out and have its own look," 
Kazdal says. “I hate rendered explosions and 
going for realism in games. | remember 
watching the old Macrosses, and the really sexy 
explosions in the old animes. | started looking at 
some of that stuff, as a first reference, thinking 
about how we could stylise our explosions. But 
then | realised that [style] has sort of been 
forgotten. | thought it would be fun to doodle on 
all these things, sketch stuff and build this campy 
world perfect for a space shooting game. 

"| didn't really mean for it to be that era per 
se, but the more | explored it, the more it made 
sense. Using that era meant we could have all 


the stereotypical bad guys and all the explosions 
and mechs, and it just sort of fell into place from 
there. There's a whole generation of players who 
grew up watching this stuff. The first time we 
showed it at PAX, people were walking by and 
before they'd even played the game were like, 
‘Oh my god, this is amazing, when can | buy 
ite’ just because they were into that aesthetic. 

| thought, ‘OK, this is cool, this is working." 


The PAX demo was a prototype whipped up 
by Kazdal's small team of interns. They worked 
on the game all through the summer, two of them 
eventually taking fulltime roles. Kazdal also 
made a handful of additional hires as GalakZs 
prototype took shape. The build consisted of one 
giant map populated by basic enemy ships, and 
Kazdal hand-placed every asteroid and rock 
formation, spending time tweaking the twisting 
path through a labyrinthian cave network. 

"We were a tiny team so we couldn't do 
everything at once," Kazdal says. "We were 
focusing first on the feeling of the game — the 
overall aesthetic and what the combat and 
controls would feel like, and how the basic flow 
of the game would work. That all came online 
really early, so we kept finetuning that and we 
kept tuning the level — you know, we would try 
different enemy combinations, and because they 
would be in different spots and you might run 
into them in different places, it really changed 
the feeling of the encounter. It might be a really 
tight, confined space, it might be two squads 
that you're fighting against in the same space, 
or it's just one squad and it's a wide-open area. 
Every playthrough felt completely different, even 
though it was the same level every time." 

Although the game was coming together 
quickly, and showing obvious promise, 17-Bit 
was under additional pressure because it had 
to operate across an ocean. While Kazdal 
founded 17-Bit in Seattle, the draw of Japan = 
where earlier in his career he had worked ot 
Sega, assisting Tetsuya Mizuguchi on Rez and 
the Space Channel 5 games — proved too great. 

"| just really wanted to go back," Kazdal 
tells us. “I thought, What the hell? My wife is 
Japanese; we could just move there and have 
our company, but we could go to lunch in Kyoto 
every day. Wouldn't that be awesome?’ So we 
did it. Kyoto is an unbelievable city to live in." 

Not that Kazdal is a fan of distributed 
development. “| do prefer having everyone іп > 
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the same room, in the same time zone. It makes 
stuff so much easier, and being the art director 
and creative director it makes a lot of sense for 
me to be able to check in regularly as opposed to 
once a day. It was difficult, but we made it work." 

With Galak-Zs basics in place, and 
transcontinental development headaches 
overcome, the team started to focus on building 
something more substantial. Kazdal had a high- 
level story in mind, and plenty of ideas for levels, 
but continuing to hand-design and place bespoke 
components wasn't sustainable. Kazdal was also 
aware of the extent to which the game was likely 
to evolve, meaning hand-designed levels created 
early could be rejected — and the work that went 
into them wasted - down the line. This need to 
streamline was a catalyst for the burgeoning 
space shooter to take a new direction. 

"Going in and moving literally every single 
rock in every single one of these dungeons was 
just insanity; it was never going to work," Kazdal 
says. "So | talked to the lead engineer, Zach 
[Aikman], about creating a tool for me so | could 
hand-draw the rooms, then put them together so 
we could reuse them and put them in difterent 
spots. So we built this editor and | created a 
handful of rooms. By that time | was really 
conscious of the fact the combat was the core 
of the game, and that exploration and not 
knowing where you were going was a key 
component of the whole experience. So | was 
like, ‘Can we just try shuttling these things up?’ 

"| was playing a lot of Spelunky and Rogue 
legacy at the time and | was really getting into 
that format, just jumping in and having fun and 
not having to memorise stages. And l'Il never 
forget the night that, having played through our 
dungeon a thousand times, all of a sudden we 
had this shuffling thing that would give you a 
new experience every time. | mean, | was 
flattened by how awesome it was." 

Kazdal hesitantly told the rest of the team 
he thought the best structure for their formless 
prototype was that of a Roguelike. Expecting 
resistance, he was surprised to find they all felt 
the same. Now, as a game about procedurally 
generated encounters and exploration, Galak-Z 
had real direction. But while Kazdal had found 
plenty to appreciate in the work of Derek Yu and 
Cellar Door Games, he still had misgivings about 
the use of randomised levels over hancHuned 
creations. Concerned, and wrestling with 
technology and algorithms that were new to them, 
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Q&A 


Jake Kazdal 
17-Bit founder and CEO 


Were you worried 
that the tech 
powering Galak-Z 
could be overlooked? 
There was this misconception early on with 
people saying, ‘How come we can't get this 
on Vita? What are you talking about? It's just a 
2D shooter.’ Yes, it's 2D in that the camera is 
locked and it looks like it's on a 2D plane, but 
all those asteroids are bumping around in their 
own spaces, and blocking enemy spaces, and 
the enemies are constantly padding around 
these moving objects. And they've got vision 
cones, behaviour patterns and selFpreservation 
capabilities. Every bullet has a speed, every 
object has a mass... There's a ton of tech 
going on in every frame all of the time. 


You worked with Japanese illustrator 

Katsuya Terada. How did that come about? 
That guy's my hero. | was at a party and 

| was talking to this girl. | told her | worked in 
videogames and that | was in Tokyo for a 
couple of years. She said, “Maybe you know 
my fiancé, Katsuya Terada.” | was like, “What! 
Yeah, | know him! I've got every book and poster 
- |'т a huge fan." And she said, "He's coming 
to town next week, if you want to go to dinner." 
So | did, and we've been friends ever since. 


What did he work on? 

| asked him to do some character designs, and 
he was totally into it. He designed a guy who 
was originally going to be one of the Imperials. 
| said, “| don't know what that is, and | don’t 
know if it's going to work with the Imperial form 
language we've designed, but it's one of the 
coolest things I’ve ever seen and it's going into 
the game.” So he turned it into the boss for the 
third season. He's the most talented artist I’ve 
ever seen. Watching him draw is surreal. 


the team devoured as many articles and videos 
on the making of Rogue legacy, Spelunky and 
other procedurally generated contemporaries as 
they could. It quickly became apparent that the 
numbers could be controlled, refined and directed 
with purpose; chance didn't have to factor into it. 
"We had that one hand-designed dungeon 
that we played over and over, and had tuned the 
hell out of to be sort of a perfect stereotypical 
GalakZ level. So we thought, ‘OK, let's reverse- 
engineer this thing.’ It took a while, but we were 
spending a lot of time on how to recreate that 
algorithmically so it would keep a lot of these key 
pacing decisions we'd come across naturally. 


"Sometimes certain enemies are way too 
hard, so you go in and tune that algorithm. The 
same for when the levels are too short or too 
long. And so we started to go down the line 
and nip all the problems in the bud, keeping an 
artificially higher level of control behind the scenes 
that players don't necessarily need to know about. 
So now l'm the biggest fan in the world of this 
stuff, because even as the designers of the game, 
we get to play something new every time." 


That's all Very well for human explorers, but 
it presented a unique challenge for Cyntient's ДІ. 
After a brainstorming session in which 17-Bit 
talked with Cyntient about what it would mean to 
have enemy craft that could think for themselves, 
adhere to orders, retreat when threatened and 
even make predictions on what the player might 
do next, a basic system was plugged in. It proved 
immediately amusing and made for combatants 
that were capable of surprising — exactly what 
Kazdal had hoped for when he described Halo 
encounters. It proved so effective, in fact, that the 
team quickly realised they would have to dial 
down the ferocity of the opposition's intelligence. 
Enemy pilots would dodge incoming shots and 
place their own with unnerving tactical nous. 

“We were like, ‘All right, we've got to take 
these guys seriously," Kazdal explains. "They're 
not necessarily faster than you, they're just really 
good at their jobs. They're these little terminators 
trying to kill you, and they're creepily intelligent. 
| don't want that АІ going into drones or anything 
anytime soon because it's terrifying.” 

Getting GalakZ into orbit may have been 
a fraught experience, but Kazdal is thoroughly 
satisfied with the results. 17-Bit created а 
conglomerate of classic genres that introduced 
new ideas to each component part, while at 
the same time offering up something that feels 
retreshingly unfamiliar to modern players. 

"Some of the systems and tech that are going 
into these classic genres is so exciting to me, and 
that's what | want to keep focusing on," Kazdal 
says. "The next couple of games l'm thinking 
about are the same sort of idea = combining 
classic genres with modern tech and seeing how 
that shakes up the whole experience. And | think it 
really does. | mean, GalakZ is a shooting game 
that feels unlike any other arcade cabinet, just 
because the Al is making such a difference. In 
that sense, each encounter is much more of a 
combat simulation than it is a videogame." m 
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(M Galak-Zs promo material 
included a SNES cart mockup and 
an era-authentic arcade poster. 

Ө The Hyena Fighter is опе of 

the craft used by the Void Raiders, 

a band of crazed space pirates. 

О The mech form of protagonist 
A-Tac's ship wields a laser sword, 
energy shield and a grapple arm. 
© Tapping Triangle folds the mech's 
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AVALANCHE 
STUDIOS 


The adaptable Swedes with 
Just Cause to celebrate 12 
years of sandbox success 


By CHRIS SCHILLING 


hings can get hairy pretty quickly іп 
Avalanche Studios' Just Cause games, but 
the player always has enough tools at their 
disposal to improvise a solution — or, if all 
else fails, an escape route. And the developer 
certainly has plenty of experience when it comes 
to winging it. When Just Cause — then known as 
lerror In The Tropics — was conceived, the newly 
formed studio set up a meeting with Eidos, 
despite having nothing more to show than a 
short design document. As a matter of fact, 
it didn't even have an office. Cotounders 
Christofer Sundberg and Linus Blomberg 
hurriedly put a plan into action, calling up old 
colleagues and temporarily borrowing office 
space from a friend in a media company. “We 
basically staged an office with computers that 
weren't even plugged into the wall," Blomberg 
tells us. "We had our friends sit there and pretend 
[they were] working as we quickly escorted the 
Fidos delegation into a conference room and 
presented what would become Just Cause. It was 
four pages, on paper — not even a PowerPoint." 
Hardly ideal circumstances, then, but the 
same could be said for Avalanche's formation. 
Sundberg and Blomberg had been forced into 
such desperate measures, having dissolved 
previous venture Rock Solid Studios after a year 
when the publisher it had been working with 
went under. "We used to say that was the best 
thing that could have happened to us," Blomberg 
recalls. "It was such a good learning experience 
to be forced to put a company out of business 
[because] we ended up promising ourselves to 
never rely on just one client, because you're so 
much in the hands of what happens to them." 
Being personally liable for the taxes, the 
cotounders were plunged into debt, and the 
only way out they could see was to start afresh. 
"Most people would probably say that's entirely 
crazy based on what had just happened,” 
Blomberg concedes, “but for us the only way out 
was to get into it again and try one more time." 


The Eidos charade was persuasive enough 
tor the publisher to request that the fledgling 
studio assemble a prototype within six months. 
Again, it had to adapt using the limited resources 
it had at the time. Avalanche retained some old 
tech demos from Rock Solid's year in operation, 
but didn't have the rights to use them because the 
company had been liquidated: it could only 
show them as a testament to its technical 
competence. "We managed to convince some 
former [Rock Solid] employees and friends to 


Avalanche co-founders Christofer Sundberg (left) and Linus 
Blomberg emphasise that they're all about player freedom 


work for free more or less during this period," 
Blomberg tells us. "Six months afterwards we 
went to London and presented it to the Eidos 
board. They were pretty much blown away. They 
said it was the best prototype they'd ever seen." 

The companys strong technical background 
undoubtedly helped. What Avalanche presented 
to Eidos was a huge open world — which, at 
64x64km, was four times the size of the finished 
games island of San Esperito. "It was 
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AVALANCHE STUDIOS 


Founded 2003 

Employees 225 (150 in Stockholm, 75 in 
New York] 

Key staff Christofer Sundberg (co-founder), 
Linus Blomberg (co-founder), Pim Holtve (СЕО), 
Fredrik Sjöö (СОО) 

URL avalanchestudios.com 

Selected softography Just Cause, 

Just Cause 2, Renegade Ops, The Hunter, 
Mad Max, Just Cause 3 

Current projects Final Fantasy XV, 

The Hunter: Primal 


burgeoning project being abandoned; the other, 
AionGuard, made it to the cover of E198 but 
was cancelled when its publisher looked at its 
financial projections and struck a red line through 
it. Fortunately for Avalanche, the situation wasn't 
as dire as it may seem: yes, there were layoffs, 
but it was paid for its time in both instances, and 
received termination fees that allowed it to ге-һіге 
as soon as a year alter dismissing staff. “Actually, 
it you look at our accounting, that was probably 
one of the better years during that period,” 
Blomberg tells us with a smile. Indeed, Avalanche 
was savvy enough to obtain the rights to 


"THE EIDOS BOARD WERE PRETTY MUCH 


BLOWN AWAY. 


THEY SAID 


IT WAS THE 


BEST PROTOTYPE THEY'D EVER SEEN" 


procedurally generated to a very large extent," 
Blomberg says. “We had a character that could 
run around, shoot and drive a car, and some 
basic sandbox rules, and that was pretty much it. 
But as a tech demo and a promise of something 
that could be spectacular, it really worked." Eidos 
decided to fund the entire production on the spot, 
enabling Avalanche to hire those friends and 
former colleagues who had been working on the 
prototype, and give them a real office and 
computers that were actually plugged in. Within 
the first year, the studio expanded from eight to 
between 16 and 20 employees. In the third and 
final year of development it scaled up once 
more, this time to around AO fulHime staff, some 
set to work on a follow-up before the first game 
had even been released. 

If Just Cause was well received, the 
company's attempts to spread itself across 
multiple games didn't go according to plan. The 
global recession had just started to bite, and 
publishers were either scaling back or folding 
entirely. THQ's closure was responsible for one 


AionGuard. "Publishers weren't taking any risks 
and this was a new IP: they only wanted sequels 
and safe bets, so we weren't able to find a new 
home for it back then. But we still have the old 
demos, and it's something we would like to dust 
off at some point, when the opportunity arises." 
One idea that did bear fruit was 
downloadable title Renegade Ops, a 2011 
partnership with Sega that began as a joke 
during development of Just Cause 2. "We'd 
been working on these long projects with one 
or two big teams, and [some staff] wanted to 
work on something smaller,” co-founder Christofer 
Sundberg explains. "We couldn't really figure out 
what that might be, because it was hard to pitch 
those kind of games at that time — everyone 
wanted these big, epic games. But then one day, 
one of our designers flipped the camera in Just 
Cause 2 to a topdown view and it actually 
looked very good. So we created a pitch and, 
all of a sudden, that was Renegade Ops." 
Meanwhile, the Just Cause 2 engine was 
repurposed for free4o-play FPS The Hunter, > 
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an idea the studio had been kicking around since 
its formation. "The technology that Linus and his 
[team] had worked on was so amazing, and we 
had this demo with a Swedish forest that lent 
itself to a hunting game very well," Sundberg tells 
us. "Also," Blomberg says, "Deer Hunter was at 
the top of the charts in the US at the time. And it 
looked like shit, to be honest. We were saying, if 
that's top of the charts and we can do something 
that looks much, much better, then maybe we can 
have a [number one]." Avalanche worked on the 
game with a financial partner until the latter ran 
out of money, but having secured the rights, it 
continued to develop the game internally. 
Launched as a closed beta during 2009, it has 
since grown into one of the studio's biggest 
successes. A remake, The Hunter: Primal, was 
released on Early Access last year, and 
Sundberg is confident about its long-term 
prospects: "It will definitely grow into a franchise, 
something we can build on for the future." 


Once Avalanche had put the finishing 
touches to Just Cause 2, it began pitching a 
postapocalyptic open-world game to various 
publishers, with one in particular taking a keen 
interest. “VVe started talking to Warner Bros, and 
our [concept] was a really good fit for what it 
wanted to do with Mad Max," Sundberg says. 
"We jumped at that opportunity, and the rest is 
history." It was the studios first licensed game, 
and the development process was longer and 
more complex than usual: God Of War Il director 
Cory Barlog was attached for some time but left, 
eventually rejoining Sony Santa Monica. 
Sundberg, however, rejects the suggestion that 
this was anything out of the ordinary. "When it 
comes to licensed games there are always a lot 
of parties involved. | mean, l'm sure there are 
some people from Lucastilm who have things to 
say about what DICE is doing with its licence. 
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Mad Max wasn't any different. Cory was 
involved in the project in the very beginning and 
then he left. Our projects are generally quite 
long, so a lot of people go through these doors. 
So | wouldn't say it's unusual. Though Mad Max 
for us was unusual because it was a licence, and 
until that point we'd focused on original IP." 

By then, Avalanche had gone transatlantic. 
In late 2011, it opened a new studio in New 
York. "It doesn't matter how many Minecrafts and 
Battlefields come out of Sweden, we tend to be 
forgotten as this weird little country up in the north 
[of Europe]," Sundberg says. "For us as an 
independent developer it was easier to secure 
new business if we had a presence in the United 


Avalanche moved a number of staff from Stockholm in Sweden to New York when the 
new studio was set up. Today, employees regularly travel between the two offices. Staff 
usually go to New York for short stays, but some have been living there for over two years 


together. It hasn't been easy to have a remote 
studio, but it's definitely been a great decision." 
Looking to the future, Avalanche's co-founders 
believe that having the option for its teams to 
work in two different locations gives it a 
competitive edge. But it isn't about to abandon 
the design ethos that has allowed it to thrive since 
the struggles of those first six months. "We don't 
want to do everything at once," Sundberg insists. 
"That's the mistake that many studios and 
publishers make these days - they're prepared 
to bend themselves over backwards just to adapt 
to an industry that's constantly changing, and it's 
biting them on the ass sooner or later." Rather 
than attempting to follow trends and leave itself 


"DEER HUNTER WAS AT THE TOP OF THE 


CHARTS 


States." The idea had been floated for a while, 
but the need to expand became more urgent 
when the studio agreed to make Mad Max and 
the Stockholm division no longer had the 
capacity to take on Just Cause 3 simultaneously. 
Simple convenience made New York more 
appealing as a location than the busier 
development communities on the west coast — 
flights run daily from Stockholm and take just six 
or seven hours, allowing Sundberg and Blomberg 
to regularly fly over. "Linus just came back from a 
month in New York, and he stayed there for six 
months about a year ago," Sundberg explains. 
“And l'm there at least a week every month. From 
a management perspective, we're there often, but 
most importantly the team are connected - the 
designers here are talking to the designers over 
there, and the tech teams are obviously working 


IN THE US AT 
IT LOOKED LIKE SHIT, 


THE TIME. AND 
TO BE HONEST” 


open to failure, Avalanche will continue to 
focus on action-packed open-world games that 
prioritise player freedom. It will, Sundberg says, 
endeavour to explore new ideas, but will be 
relatively conservative with its experimentation. 

There is, of course, nothing wrong with 
playing to your strengths. The studio might never 
make “a ping-pong game or a corridor shooter 
on Mars", because there are other developers 
who can do that sort of thing better than 
Avalanche ever could. "We try to focus on being 
the best within the sandbox [genre] from every 
aspect," Sundberg says. "From technology to 
game design to how we organise ourselves in 
the studio, everything is focused around that." 
He takes a bite from his lunchtime kebab and 
laughs quietly. "You don't do heroin and 
cocaine at the same time." ІШ 


(9 The explosive twin-stick 
shooter Renegade Ops 
earned critical praise along 
with a cult following. 

Ө Tactical iOS puzzler 
Rumble City was a freemium 
experiment that didn't 

quite pay off for the studio. 
© In 2006, Just Cause's 
250,000-acre island setting 
was one of the biggest 
sandboxes in existence. 

© JC2 had an unusually long 
tail, partly thanks to a fan- 
made multiplayer mod. 

Ө JC3 continues the series’ 
tradition for Easter Eggs, 
with a Marvel-themed item 
found inside a giant crater. 
© Sundberg concedes that 
Avalanche “stepped on a few 
mines” with its F2P title The 
Hunter, though it has grown 
into опе of the studio's 
most important games 
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REVIEWS. PERSPECTIVES. INTERVIEWS. AND SOME NUMBERS 


STILL 
PLAYING 


Star Wars Battlefront PS4 

The Battle Of Jakku DLC adds two new 
maps and a fresh mode, Turning Point, 

in which Rebels must take one of three 
available points to push the Empire back to 
the next set, before eventually going all in 
оп а final area. Although it’s only a minor 
twist on Walker Assault, the option to split 
up or consolidate your efforts makes for a 
fraught and urgent-feeling encounter — and 
adds welcome variety to map rotation. 


Destiny P54 

It may not have been the chunky content 
drop we really wanted for Christmas, but 
Bungie's Sparrow Racing League makes for 
a pleasant change of pace, and provides 
another path to endgame gear. In regular 
Crucible, a balance update has shifted the 
meta, though not as substantially as first 
thought — Bungie's loose command of 
decimal places meant a 0.7 per cent nerf 
was instead communicated as 7 per cent. 


Guitar Hero Live P54 

While the multiplayer segment of Guitar 
Hero Live remains undernourished, 
FreeStyle Games has taken a step towards 
rectifying that with Rival Challenges. Part 
of Guitar Hero TV, the challenges pit 
players who have reached at leost level ten 
against each other for the opportunity 

to win an extra 100 XP (and bragging 
rights). The encounters occur twice during 
every half-hour slot on the streaming 
service, and go a long way to making 
those leaderboards feel less detached. 
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Dating apps 


Bringing ideas back from the past is an operation that should be handled 
delicately, not least in the context of videogames, where concepts and mechanics 
have a tendency to date more rapidly than in any other media. But when it 
works, it can provide a much-needed reminder of pathways that have been 
obscured by current trends. 

Ubisoft Montreal's Rainbow Six Siege might not be entirely successful as a 
rounded package - or even, for that matter, fan service to those of us who have 
followed the series since its inception — but it tosses a strategic flashbang into the 
crowded online shooter market where even cover based gameplay is frenetic and 
impulsive. Siege's slow, methodical pacing is a throwback to the kind of tactical 
shooters that have fallen out of vogue of late, and feels all the more refreshing 
for it. Even on the games easiest difficulty, running into a situation without first 
making sure you're aware of every possible variable will 
likely result in an inglorious death, and the same is true of 
those who don't learn to work as a team. 

Dirt Rally, too, shakes off the glitz and complexity of 
Codemasters’ recent rally games — in much the same way 
that GRID Autosport did for track-based racing = to evoke 
memories of the series’ purist, focused beginnings. And 
Harmonixs Amplitude has modernised an underexposed 
treasure for a new, hopetully larger, audience. 

Not every attempt to refresh existing ideas go smoothly, 
of course, and Fast Racing Neo sees a studio well aware 
of the nostalgia for the F-Zero and WipeOut series, but not 
certain how to replicate what made those games special. 

But whether a rebirth (or homage] is successful or not, 
there's still much to learn from the past. Some developers 
would do well not to get too caught up in the present. 


103 


PLAY 


Rainbow Six Siege 


oon after a match starts, Rainbow Six Siege's levels 

are reduced to a mess of debris and punctured 

walls, exposing the naked building framework 
beneath. It makes for a spectacular backdrop against 
which to fight, but also serves as an unfortunately 
accurate analogy for how quickly Siege's flimsy 
cladding gives way to an unappealing core. 

Even so, the game's headline promise of being 
able to create your own breach points and sight lines 
through levels is undeniably exhilarating and, for the 
most part, delivered. Ubisoft's Real Blast tech offers 
a broad spread of possible strategic choices as you 
attempt to extract hostages, defuse bombs and kill 
terrorists. But while there's genuine tension in planning 
your entry to a well-defended room, you'll quickly butt 
up against the destruction tech's rigid boundaries 
when trying to cut a new path through the world. 

Armed with your starting character's basic 
equipment, explosives cut neat, squared-off holes 
through only the right types of material — wooden 
walls, thin concrete and plaster will disintegrate, but 
marble, brickwork and famously bomb-proof airplane 
fuselages will not — while your ability to breach through 
the ceiling is limited to trap doors. And if you're 
rappelling up a wall, the windows are your only option. 
This conspicuously grid-based destruction, and the 
existence of unbreakable walls, is a combination of tech 
limitations and game design, but it feels restrictive 
precisely because of the potential for more freeform 
decision-making that Siege's Real Blast tech teases. 
Ultimately that familiar feeling of being curtailed by 
the decisions of a design team, rather than the more 
organic logic of a coherent world, begins to bear down. 

But there's considerably more flexibility on offer if 
you're only trying to get something as small as a bullet 
through a gap not previously conceived by an architect. 
While you might not be able to hop down a floor in the 
absence of a conveniently placed trapdoor, you can 
shoot out the floorboards in most cases to create new 
sight lines into the room below. And blowing a hole in a 
concrete wall with your shotgun to create a makeshift 
sniper's nest, or simply firing on the position of an 
unseen enemy from an adjacent corridor, is a convincing 
acquittal of the technology, and relentlessly satisfying. 
The moments where you round a corner to find half of 
the floorboards or most of a wall missing, creating an 
open-plan deathtrap, smartly change the way a space 
feels and the number of threats it might yield. 

And, as you progress, you'll amass a collection of 
destructive toys to play with. You do this by spending 
Renown (Siege's in-game currency, earned during 
matches) on buying and outfitting additional operators. 
Split into attack and defence specialists, and spread 
over five special forces, there's a great deal of potential 
for customisation and finding loadouts to complement 
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Developer/publisher 

Ubisoft (Montreal) 

Format PC, Р54 (version tested), 
Xbox One 

Release Out now 


Yov're unable 
to select which 
maps or mode 


you'd like to 


play and simply 
have to submit 
to the game's 
rotating playlist 


your own play style. FBI SWAT member Thermite, for 
example, spikes his breach charges with the compound 
he’s named after, making them capable of destroying 
walls that have been reinforced by the opposing team. 
The SAS’s Thatcher uses EMP grenades to disable the 
opposition’s electronic gadgets, including heartbeat 
sensors and anti-grenade turrets. And Fuze can deploy 
terrifying Cluster Charges, which punch through walls 
and release a barrage of grenades into the room beyond. 


There are four operators per force, making for 20 
potential choices. But since the game stipulates that 
only one of each character can be in play during any 
given session, you’ll regularly be left with the base 
Recruit character early on, despite your investment in 
more powerful alternatives. Any of the operators can be 
opened up earlier by spending real-world cash, but with 
that in mind the relatively slow pace of unlocking and 
outfitting them using Renown feels a little underhand 
in a full-priced, rather anaemic-feeling game. 

This lack of control is carried over into 
matchmaking sessions as well, as you’re unable to select 
which maps or mode you’d like to play and simply have 
to submit to the game’s rotating playlist. It wouldn’t be 
so bad if there was more variety on offer, but while the 
11 multiplayer maps are large, and playable in both day 
and night variants, after a few rotations you'll have 
cycled through all of the possible defensive and 
offensive locations, and sampled the full gamut of the 
game's modest selection of three multiplayer modes. 

Of these, Hostage Rescue is the most successful. In 
it, teams are tasked with either extracting or defending 
a bound individual who represents a moving objective. 
Once located, the male or female prisoner can be led 
around the level as you attempt to escape the inevitable 
backlash. The escorting player can only use a handgun 
during this part, and must rely on the greater firepower 
of teammates to help repel any attempt to recapture the 
victim. The hostage can be used as something of a 
human shield given that the defending team 
automatically lose if they accidentally kill the asset. 

The two other modes both require you to locate a 
static device, rather than a person. In Defuse Bomb, 
attackers sabotage one of two bombs, which are always 
located within a room or two of each other. One player 
carries a computerised bomb-defusing kit in a briefcase, 
which they'll drop if killed or incapacitated. Once 
activated in range of one of the devices, a countdown 
begins during which the attackers must ward off any 
resistance. Secure Area, meanwhile, is a single-zone 
twist on King Of The Hill, in which each team attempts 
to secure a room holding a chemical weapon. 

While the mechanical differences between these 
three modes are obvious on paper, in practice things are 
less distinct. All three modes feel similar in play, and 
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ABOVE Even if the opposing team 
has been whittled down to a single 
survivor, victory is far from assured. 
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that sensation is exacerbated by the ability to win 

any of the three scenario types by wiping out all five 
members of the opposing team. Despite the large 
selection of tools and weapons at your disposal, the 
tactics required in each situation are exactly the same. 


There’s also a marked imbalance between your 
experiences as an attacker and a defender. Playing as 
the former, approaching a building in which you can’t 
be sure of the position or plans of those inside, is 
enjoyably tense — especially when working with a 
communicative, cooperative team. But defending an 
objective amounts to barricading doors and windows, 
setting traps and defensive devices, and then waiting. 
There’s still tension as you hear the slightly muffled 
first breach charge when the attacking team enter the 
building, but it’s all too easy to spend most of the 
match waiting for someone to throw a grenade into the 
room yov’re holed up in, and then the rest of it 
watching everybody else play after you expire. And both 
sides will suffer equally from the game’s woolly hit 
detection, some sticky controls on console, and the 
occasional glitch capable of leaving you trapped. 

Despite these hiccups, Siege's matches remain 
readable, if a little clinical, thanks to an approach that’s 
clearly looking to court the eSports scene. The trade-off 
is that online matches can feel hostile and unforgiving if 
you're not playing with a well-organised team by your 
side. But many of these problems are mitigated when 
facing less-determined AI opponents in the returning 
Terrorist Hunt mode (previously known as TerroHunt). 
It offers a slightly more traditional take on Rainbow Six 
gameplay, pitting up to five players against a building 
full of anonymous, masked aggressors, and includes 
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FLAW PLAN 

Rainbow Six Siege's maps are 
complex spaces that successfully 
balance the needs of the 
attacking and defending teams 
by providing a healthy mixture 
of dangerous choke points and 
difficult-to-defend areas. Most 
are split across three floors, and 
include an embassy, a festively 
decorated hotel (which 
somehow manages to evoke 
both Die Hard and The Shining), 
and a presidential plane. 
They're infused with plenty 

of personality, and most are 
relatively easy to memorise 
quickly, but the look of the 
game is undermined by its 
blend of attractive lighting 

and underwhelming textures. 
Buildings are simplistic in 
design, too - the cost, surely, 
of constructing levels from 
modular, destructible pieces. 
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Attacking is far more enjoyable than being cooped up with a hostage іп 
a small room. You can rappel up any wall and enter through most windows 
and doors. Oddly, shutters are unbreakable, just like the building's exterior 


co-op versions of Hostage Rescue and Defuse Bomb, as 
well as a simple breach-and-clear mode in which you 
must find and kill every terrorist. Like the multiplayer 
modes, you have to sit out the entire round if killed, 
but in all cases you're still able to use CCTV and player 
cams to help spot and mark up enemy soldiers. But 

the armoured, bullet-sponge suicide bombers that 
aggressively rush you are a cheap and baffling inclusion. 

Siege's focus is on competitive multiplayer, and it's 
the first game in the series not to include a singleplayer 
campaign. Instead, a handful of ‘Situations’ are provided, 
standalone levels that set particular objectives and 
serve as part of the game's tutorial. Frustratingly, there's 
no option to play through them with a friend. This 
undermines the interplay of Siege's carefully balanced 
selection of tech and makes for moments when you're 
left defending an objective against waves of enemies. 
The Rainbow Six series's appeal has always been in 
working with friends to tackle an enemy presence, and 
the sense of empowerment that comes from the perfect 
execution of a well-thought-out plan. The Situations 
come closest to evoking memories of that legacy, 
but scupper their potential by enforcing solo play. 

Siege can feel cool and inhospitable, but when the 
conditions are right and you're playing with friends, 
the game's tense gameplay and measured pacing makes 
for a refreshing, cerebral contrast to the run-and-gun 
hyperactivity of most online shooters. But while 
Ubisoft is promising to add new levels and modes 
over the coming months, as it stands Siege feels n 
dangerously exposed and under-equipped. 
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Post Script 


Why players' thirst for destruction could break developers instead 


ainbow Six Siege's levels are elaborate, sprawling 

creations. Among them there's a neon-lit, grimy- 

looking strip club. A grand embassy complete 
with marble staircase and super-cooled server room. 
A family home with an expensive-looking basement 
gym and a maritime-themed kid's bedroom. And a 
luxuriously outfitted take on Air Force One. It's a 
selection that makes for a broad range of atmospheres 
as you move between gunning down terrorists in a 
luggage hold to attempting the delicate extraction of 
a hostage from a family home, but the one thing that 
ties these disparate environments together is that 
they are — to varying extents — rather fragile. 


Atomic Games’ 


Even today, being able to shoot through walls at competitive 
your targets feels liberating. While there have been shooter Brea ch 
plenty of experiments with similar tech in the past, . 
there are relatively few modern games that grant you exper! mented 


that liberty. Sandboxes are rarely as freeform as they 
purport to be, and designers still tightly control what 
you're able to do — letting players off the leash entirely 
is arisky proposition that exponentially multiplies the 
number of considerations game creators need to keep 
in mind. Those of us imbued with a completionist 
mentality are just as likely to waste our time chasing 
elusive feathers inexplicably placed on medieval 
rooftops as we are systematically dismantling every 
single building we pass in Battlefield 1943. 

Rainbow Six Siege’s unforgiving representation of 
mortality means that mucking about in an effort to 
strip a building bare isn’t an option, but the game still 
places limitations on your potential for demolition. 
For the most part, you'll only take one or two wall- 
removing breach charges into the field, for example, 
despite the fact that you're also able to carry an 
unlimited supply of wooden barricades to temporarily 
block doors and windows. And even if you play as the 
SAS's Sledge, whose hammer can bash in weak walls all 
match long, you'll still be stymied by all those pesky 
invulnerable walls and floors that constitute the 
building's outer shell and many of its rooms' borders. 

Limitations such as these, where not a result of 
memory ceilings, are put in place to focus the action 
and ensure both attackers and defenders have a fair 
chance at victory. It's an understandable compromise 
in an asymmetric, competitive online shooter. But they 
also fracture the logic in a way that asks your strategic 
brain to accept the existence of unbreakable walls in a 
game whose primary selling point is its destruction. 
The more freedom designers offer us, the more 
constrained we feel by the portions of gameplay or level 
architecture that conform to older design precepts. 
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long had destructible buildings and structures, апа 
birthed the Levolution mechanic that sees scripted 
destruction change the way levels play. But among all 
of this, there's still plenty of masonry you can't break, 
no matter how many tank rounds you send its way. Just 
Cause 3 plays a similar trick by populating its world 
with breakable furniture but only allows you to alter 
the world itself in a handful of scripted instances. 
Unlike Rainbow Six Siege, Avalanche's game hands you 
unlimited explosives with which to test the limits of 
its physics engine. It's giddying fun to topple fuel tanks, 
aerials and despot statues, but there's always that 
nagging part of your brain that can't help but notice 
the unblemished Mediterranean architecture that 
remains standing after the smoke clears. 


Other games have attempted to go further, not 
least Red Faction. By the time Guerrilla was released, 
the series had armed you with your very own 
sledgehammer and invited you to wield it at everything 
in its world. Bash out the base of a building and it will 
topple, wrecking anything else that it falls into. You 
can even tunnel through rock. Mercenaries 2 relies 
more on pre-canned animations than realtime physics, 
but that hardly diminishes the fact that it allows you 
to level entire cities in minutes. And Atomic Games’ 
competitive shooter Breach experimented in 2011 with 
exactly what Rainbow Six Siege is trying to do today, 
but allowed you to destroy any surface and even to 
topple ceilings down onto enemies. 

The problem is that when you're handed the ability 
to destroy everything, the initial novelty of being able 
to do so soon wears off. And, standing amid the player- 
created rubble, designers are faced with additional 
challenges — ensuring AI can navigate an ever-changing 
environment, for instance, and that mission-critical 
objectives and characters don't expire as their worlds 
are razed to the ground. These are problems that will 
be increasingly necessary to tackle as players become 
accustomed to the idea of destructible environments 
in the same way we have to complex physics, realistic 
lighting and hitting Triangle to steal a car. 

Crackdown 3's online multiplayer will serve as the 
first field test of an action game environment that's 
entirely destructible, and all of the potential issues 
that go hand-in-hand with that. Cloud processing 
allows for worlds in which it's possible to track dizzying 
amounts of user-created fragments of level geometry. 
To players, that's a thrill, but game creators will soon 
find themselves catering for an audience who won't be 
prepared to accept that certain structures will resist 
their efforts to topple them. The result will be a new 
way of looking at game design and player freedom. Bi 
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еге а videogame's success measured by how 

effectively it transports you to another place, 

great rhythm-action games must be among 
the most triumphant. Sunk into the state of pure 
concentration and flow that difficult music games 
demand, it's easy to forget who, or where, you are. The 
signals travelling from your ears and eyes to your brain 
translate seamlessly into the movements of your hands, 
without intervention from your conscious self. Playing 
Amplitude on Expert feels like a mind-meld between 
human, music and videogame. It's simultaneously 
blissfully relaxing and incomparably energising. It's not 
unusual to come away from a properly finger-bending 
song with shaking hands and wide, staring eyes. 

Experienced Freqs, as players of Harmonix's early 
twitch games style themselves, will be jubilant about 
Amplitude, a Kickstarter-funded reinvention of the 
rhythm-action PlayStation 2 favourite from 2003. 

The new Amplitude induces the same synaesthetic 
thrill and wields the same reflex-challenging difficulty, 
and cannot fail to delight any player of both the 
original game and 20017 Frequency. 

Amplitude puts you in control of a little spaceship, 

a Beat Blaster, that travels down the screen on familiar 
note highways. Each represents a different track in the 
song: vocals, drums, bass, and usually at least two 
different synth tracks. The music is deconstructed into 
three-button patterns, on L1, R1 and R2 (although this 
can be remapped if your fingers struggle with it), that 
dance across the highways. Surviving through a song is 
about hitting enough note sequences to avoid depleting 
your ships's energy entirely, while scoring well on them 
is about chaining sequences together seamlessly to 
create multipliers. Its music is complex, high-energy 
electronica that makes you feel like a switch may have 
tripped in your brain after prolonged exposure. 

One inescapable difference between 2015's 
Amplitude and its 2003 predecessor is the complete 
absence of licensed music in the campaign. In 2003 we 
had mixes of Garbage and Run-DMC, Pink and Papa 
Roach, even some more experimental Bowie, alongside 
less well-known electronic artists. Bereft of a single 
recognisable song to draw you in, the new Amplitude's 
appeal rests entirely on its beat-matching gameplay 
and futuristic visuals. With its perspective-bending 
note highways, colourful pulsating lights, electric 
patterns and expanding and contracting abstract 
shapes, Amplitude mirrors the odd visual language of 
the brain itself, when you shut your eyes and let the 
synapses fire. Playing Amplitude isn't dissimilar to 
having your brain chemically stimulated, the game 
working to split colours and vibrate the display now 
and then to amp up the sensory feedback. 

For novices, there are three less demanding 
difficulty modes to work through before joining 
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Amplitude 


Developer/publisher 
Harmonix Music Systems 
Format P54 

Release Out now 


It scales to 
your ability 
and makes you 
feel connected 
to the music 

in a way few 
other games 
can match 


hardened Amplitude fanatics at the top of the 
leaderboards. The challenge comes not from mastering 
new mechanics — you don't graduate from three 
buttons to four to five, as in Guitar Hero — but from 
the increasing complexity and speed of the patterns. 
On Expert you'll be matching every single synth note 
and drumbeat in a song, even at 190 beats per minute. 
On Amplitude's hardest songs the notes fly down the 
screen so fast that it's wholly impossible to consciously 
process them — instead you have to sink into a trance 
and simply let the music flow through you. 


Amplitude's campaign mode, which consists 
of 14 songs (plus unlockable bonuses) composed 
especially for the game, is appropriately framed as a 
journey through someone's brain, your Beat Blaster a 
microscopic piece of nanotechnology. The rest of the 
30-odd-strong tracklist is made up mostly of songs 

by non-Harmonix artists such as fan favourites 
Freezepop and Symbion Project, plus a few cameos 
from other developers, including a track from Insomniac 
Games and one from musical dungeon-delver Crypt Of 
The Necrodancer. Тһе nature of this music will be 
offputting for some — it's far from gentle, and some 

of the tracks are as much of an assault on the ears 

as on the reflexes. The concept-album nature of the 
singleplayer mode justifies the exclusion of these 
licensed tracks, but some of the best music lives 

only in the Quick Play menu. 

It's all available in multiplayer, too, with up to 
four beat blasters on different controllers. It's an 
excellent option even when there's a large skill 
differential, since not only will the most advanced 
players have harder tracks to deal with, but everyone 
else can also gang up on them in a 3-versus-1 mode. 
Powerup items find whole different uses here than they 
do in singleplayer: Disruptors warp the note highway, 
Cleanse powerups can be use to blast tracks out from 
under your rivals, and you can use Flow strategically to 
freestyle over someone else's lane and mess up their 
visibility. Amplitude with friends offers the most 
competitive rhythm-action multiplayer around, since 
rather than just matching your opponents note for 
note, you can actively interfere with them, racing for 
the best lanes and pulling dirty tricks. 

There's been nothing quite like Amplitude in the 12 
years since it arrived on PlayStation 2, so even if this 
resurrection were nothing more than a visual update, 
it would still stand out. The new music and refreshed, 
gloriously futuristic aesthetic make it more than this, 
though the way it feels to play remains unchanged. It's 
still a pleasurable kind of sensory overload, a bold, 
energetic rhythm game that scales to your ability 
and makes you feel connected to the music in a В 
way few other games can match. 


SCORE 
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LEFT Тһе way the note patterns 
stretch off into the distance on 
coloured tracks makes spectating 
as trance-inducing as playing. 
BELOW Different Beat Blaster 
ships allow for a tiny element of 
customisation, but your eyes will 
be focused on the beats on the 
track rather than on the glowing, 
futuristic craft in the foreground 


ғ = tee 


ABOVE Some campaign songs now feature ‘streak barriers’ — blockades 
that require you to have built up a multiplier before bursting through. 
Fail to perform well enough and you'll almost certainly fail the track 


PHANTOMS 
FREEZEPOP 


The remake has moved into a nanotechnology-themed visual vocabulary, where everything is happening on a microscopic scale inside a person's mind. Jeff Minter would probably approve b 
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Post Script 


Interview: Ryan Lesser, creative lead 


yan Lesser, creative lead on Amplitude, has been 

at Harmonix for 16 years, and has been a part of 

every game it's ever made. He was lead artist and 
art director on Frequency and the original Amplitude. 


Has an Amplitude remake been something that 
Harmonix was thinking about doing since 2003, 

or has it only recently become realistic? 

Pretty much every year, some subset of us would talk 
about it being a game we could bring back, but for a lot 
of reasons it was never the right time for it. But then 
over the past couple of years, as we started thinking 
about building games in different ways and utilising 
some of the new platforms, it started looking like a 
good fit. We wanted to try out crowdfunding, and on 
Kickstarter specifically. At the time, a few of us were 
sitting around talking about what kind of games we 
could do, and we thought maybe we should bring back 
a game we've wanted to make for a while, so that it's 
something people are familiar with instead of 
something brand-new. That was funny because at the 
same time you saw one or two other companies come 
to the same realisation about Kickstarter. I championed 
Amplitude, it took off, and the rest is history. 


What is it that changed that's allowed Amplitude to 
come back now? 

A couple of things: the crowdfunding aspect was a big 
part of it, but also, when Amplitude originally came out, 
the landscape for music games was so different. It was 
so early. People hadn't seen our interface — the three- 
beat interface with music represented visually, coming 
towards you. So when people were buying the original 
game, or just looking at the box in game stores, it 
seemed pretty foreign. A decade passes and people have 
become pretty accustomed to our style of music game, 
through Guitar Hero, Rock Band and so on. We thought 
it was a good time to bring Amplitude back, because 
while it got really good reviews, it didn't sell like 
hotcakes. It became a cult hit, but it never really hit 
mass appeal. And а lot of us thought that it could, 

and it's a shame that it never had the opportunity. 

So having trained the world in this sort of music 
interface, and now having a platform like Kickstarter 
where we could basically see if people wanted to have 
this game before we put any investment into it, it just 
seemed like a smart time to bring it back. Its track 
record of not being a mega success doesn't really point 
to it as a game that the company should remake. What 
we wanted was the players to tell us whether they 
wanted it or not. Kickstarter is a great way of doing 
that: if you don't hit your funding threshold, then 
people don't want it. But luckily they did! 
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"The thing 

| personally 
think helped 
the most is that 
we regularly 
showed people 
what we 

were up to" 


Was it a challenge to be accountable to backers? 
Was it difficult to keep them happy through the 
various delays, or were they understanding? 

If it were just me, if I were a individual, it would have 
been brutally difficult, because there was a lot of back 
and forth with the backers. But luckily, at the company 
we have a support function, so we had people who were 
able to really cater to and take care of the backers. We 
received very little dissatisfaction for things like delays 
— I think people know we do our best to make great 
games and that it sometimes takes longer than you 
originally thought. 

The thing I personally think helped the most, based 
on backers' reactions, is that we regularly showed people 
what we were up to. It wasn't like we disappeared and 
people had no idea whether we were making progress 
or not, or how the game was turning out. We posted to 
Kickstarter very often, even showing the most broken, 
horrible versions of the game, even all the way back to 
when it was just flat polygons. And we played it with 
people at conventions, again really early on. The whole 
time, backers had an opportunity to either play it 
themselves or witness through videos and blog posts 
that other people were playing it, and were digging it, 
and we were making forward progress. 

It's a little nerve-wracking because even though we 
put our all into it and we're hoping that this will be a 
big hit, it's quite small on the scale of games that we 
would typically put out in the past few years, and it's 
going to rely a lot on word of mouth and fan support. 
It doesn't have a massive marketing budget or anything 
like that. But we're hoping that the game still appeals 
in the cult way and that it will take off. 


Harmonix has been through a lot since 2003 — do you 
think the return of Amplitude brought it full circle? 
It's pretty wild, stepping back and thinking about it. 

I think we really feel that sense of a cycle because so 
many people from the original game are working on 
this one. That's intentional. We put a call out to see 

if anyone wanted to help make Amplitude and a lot 

of people stepped forward who were actually on the 
original projects. That's a cool thing about Harmonix — 
a lot of people have been here for five, ten, 15 years. It's 
pretty unusual to have so many people around for so 
long. It was very cool for Amplitude: the audio lead was 
on the original one, I was on the original one, and so 
was the development lead. So we were able to reboot 
this game with actual experiential knowledge, instead 
of a brand-new team coming in and trying to make the 
game from scratch. We knew what was good and bad 
about the old one, so we could keep the good and shed 
the bad — which is, I think, exactly what we did. Bi 
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Nuclear Throne 


oon, we won't be able to move for Roguelikes — 

or, for that matter, Roguelike-likes. Things are 

already getting a little crowded, in fact, ever since 
Derek Yu's Spelunky apparently caused the industry 
to collectively catch on to the notion of the structure 
being inherently compulsive, and to the presence of an 
audience hungering after flintier challenges. The likes 
of Rogue Legacy prove these games don't necessarily 
have to do anything particularly interesting 
mechanically so long as they have a half-decent hook. 
Nuclear Throne’s hook is disarmingly simple but 
blisteringly effective. In short, it gets a move on. 

Speed isn't everything in Nuclear Throne, but 
compared to its contemporaries this is a short, sharp 
shock, a defibrillator paddle to the chest of anyone 
jaded with the concepts of sky-high difficulty and 
permadeath. Тһе average game of Nuclear Throne takes 
a few minutes; on your first few goes, it may even be 
seconds. There's nothing cerebral about it, but it exerts 
such a firm grip on your lizard brain you may find it 
hard to extricate yourself. Rarely are you given time to 
pause for breath. Even after killing everything on a level 
— your sole objective — you're dragged towards the 
black hole that will carry you to the next. Like a 
competitive dad in the father-son race at sports day, 
it's not concerned whether or not you can keep up as 
it accelerates toward the finish line. For most players, 
that will arrive well before the actual ending. 

It's exhilarating stuff, enlivened by the year's best 
explosions. Just Cause 3 might have the edge in sheer 
spectacle, but Nuclear Throne's feel bigger. There's a 
palpable impact on the environment when a grenade 
lands or a red barrel shatters, and each boom is 
amplified by a violent screen shudder. On the default 
setting, it's not merely a jolt; rather, the camera shakes 
so hard you half expect film sprockets to appear at the 
edges of the display. You can tone it down, which helps 
make the action more readable, but so much sensation 
is lost that you're urged to dial it back up. That the 
Game Over screen details your cause of death speaks 
volumes: it gets so hectic that it can, on occasion, be 
hard to gauge the hows and whys of your demise. 

Everything is out to kill you, from what look like 
squat Tusken raiders to infuriatingly evasive rats to 
crows toting machine guns and worse. Larger enemies, 
introduced by name and with a splash of art, burst into 
view and suddenly transform the game into a danmaku 
shooter, forcing you to weave between a curtain of 
bullets or retreat into an alcove to avoid the barrage. 
Flight is only a temporary option, of course, but you 
might not always be equipped for the alternative: ammo 
is a limited resource, and often it's only when you're 
running low that you'll find more rounds dropping. It's 
usually worth hanging onto a melee weapon in one of 
your two slots, then, but can you really resist the triple- 
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Developer/publisher Vlambeer 
Format PC, Р54 (version tested), Vita 
Release Out now 


Nuclear 
Throne's hook 
is disarmingly 
simple but 
blisteringly 
effective. In 
short, it gets 
a move on 


CONSOLE YOURSELF 
Nuclear Throne is a twin-stick 
shooter that undoubtedly plays 
best with keyboard and mouse. 
If you have a PC, that's the 
version to get. The chunky 
pixels of Paul Veer' lively art 
look rather messy on the big 
screen, and there are noticeable 
bouts of sluggishness on both 
console versions. Meanwhile, 

a quirk of the control setup 
sees your crosshairs retract 
slowly towards you as you 
release the right analogue; 

it's difficult to see what the 
benefit of this might be, 
though it certainly seems 
better calibrated for Vita's 
smaller sticks. Indeed, despite 
the odd hit in performance 
and the bordered presentation, 
it's a fine fit for Sony's portable, 
with its daily and weekly 
challenges ideally suited to 
break-time play sessions. 


fire machine gun in that nearby crate? As much as 
Nuclear Throne is about accurate shooting, it's also 
about making split-second decisions like this on the fly. 
You've got other choices to make while swirling in 
the vortex between stages — assuming you've vacuumed 
up enough of the lurid-green XP pickups to have gained 
a level. Here, you've a selection of modifications to tune 
your mutant's build. Bloodlust, for example, will give 
you a small chance of regenerating HP after a kill, and 
Boiling Veins nullifies fire damage while preventing 
explosions from harming you on low health — an 
incentive, perhaps, to go nuts with a grenade launcher. 


These mutations afford you such breadth of 
approach that two successive runs, even with the same 
character, can feel almost entirely different. And while 
arcane unlocking criteria holds back some of the best 
mutants, within an hour or two you'll have access to 
most. They're so distinct in nature that you're bound to 
pick an early favourite that suits your specific playstyle, 
but you may find yourself adapting to exploit the 
strengths of another. ҮМ. takes some effort to locate, 
but with an active skill that boosts damage output and 
a passive that allows him to fire and reload quicker, he's 
a solid pick for anyone struggling to reach the later 
stages. Give the nimble Plant a long-range weapon and 
his snare ability makes him a deadly sniper. And if 
Melting's piffling two hit points make him seem like the 
masochist's choice, his faster levelling means players 
who struggle through the earlier stages can transform 
him into a potent force. 

Even as you grow bulkier and more versatile, the 
odds are still permanently stacked against you. And as 
invigorating as surviving yet another chaotic scrape can 
be, at times the fates can conspire unfairly. Such is the 
way with games that depend upon the caprices of RNG 
for their unpredictability, but that doesn't make the odd 
near-impossible situation any easier to take. In one 
game, we got three spitting scorpions on the very first 
screen, with one guarding the lone ammo crate, tucked 
away in a tiny alcove. Another promising run was 
brought to an abrupt halt by an unseen enemy, holed up 
in the one spot that ensured he was fully masked by the 
scenery. And when low on rounds and health, mimics — 
crates that grow teeth and attack as you draw near — 
feel like an unnecessarily cruel trick. 

In the heat of the moment, however, all this is soon 
forgotten. Nuclear Throne is a game that throbs with 
untamed energy, from its deliberately scuzzy milieu to 
the unrestrained ordnance and the devastation it allows 
you to wreak. It's a dumb game made by smart people, 
a deranged, cathartic thrash that carries you into a 
maelstrom and spits you out, leaving your head 
spinning, your synapses buzzing, your fingers В 
twitching, ready to dive back in. 


Alligators and rats аге your biggest dangers down іп the sewers, 
and encounters here are exacerbated by a limited field of vision. You 
can at least address the latter issue by choosing to play as Eyes 


MP E TT 


ЕРЕН SEINA ғғ? 


у 


TEE Р 


% 


Pause the game and the 
default option returns you to the 
title screen, a bafflingly poor 
design choice that will no doubt 
have some players instinctively 
hitting X to continue a run only 
to prematurely curtail it. 

Almost everything explodes 
by the time you reach the frozen 
city. Enemies are larger, weapons 
are meatier, and police troops 
will spawn in to assist the boss. 

Crystal's high HP count 
makes her a strong starter choice, 
and her temporary shield is an 
invaluable defensive option 
when you've nowhere to run 
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momentary lapse іп concentration is all it takes 

for our Stratos to end up facing the wrong way, 

rump buried in the shovelled snow at the side 
of the stage. It wasn't a big impact, and certainly the 
most significant dent is to our pride, but for this to 
have happened in the fourth split is disastrous — there's 
no rewind function to undo our mistake, only the choice 
of restarting the stage entirely or soldiering on in the 
hope that we can claw back the lost time during the 
next stage. Rally driving is a brutal sport, and Dirt 
Rally goes out of its way to make sure you know it. 

After nearly eight months in Early Access, 
Codemasters' latest Dirt entry has emerged as a 
snarling, untamed beast of a game — one with an 
unapologetic sim leaning that seems purpose-built 
to shake itself free from the baggage the series has 
amassed in recent years. The bluster, garish colours and 
histrionics of Dirt: Showdown have drained away to leave 
only desaturated mud, drizzle and the ferocious roar 
and pop of tuned engines putting down far more 
horsepower than is sensible under the circumstances. 

In Dirt Rally you don't so much race as go into battle. 
Where most racing games only ask for intermittent 
concentration from players, Dirt Rally replicates the 
minutiae of motorsport driving and requires constant 
inputs. You'll need to wrestle with an argumentative 
wheel that keeps tugging in different directions; stay 
on top of shifting your car's weight to shore up grip in 
corners; feel your way to the optimum power output 
by constantly modulating the throttle; and pay close 
attention to the road surface as it hurls loose gravel, 
ice patches and adverse cambers your way. Even 
completing a stage in the relatively tame classic Mini 
Cooper S will leave you feeling battered and fatigued, 
and once you graduate to the Lancia Stratos and then 
more modern vehicles, things get really hairy. 

The sense of power these cars exude is bolstered 
by some outstanding audio work. Engines howl and 
spit in accompaniment to the constant mechanical 
chatter of straining gearboxes and depressed springs. 
Gravel peppers the underside of the car and the insides 
of the wheel arches, and your co-driver's route notes 
become more harried during faster, more violent 
sections. It's a cacophonous assault on the senses 
befitting of Rally's pitiless handling model. 

Your efforts to tame the game's 39 iconic vehicles 
play out across several real-world locations, including 
Powys, Hóljes and Pikes Peak (the game's only 
excursion to the US). Each area has its own 
characteristics to deal with, whether it's the tight, 
winding forest paths in Sweden, Greece's precarious 
unfenced hillside roads, or a muddy drenching in 
England. They're all beautifully recreated, too, 
combining austere minimalist colour palettes with 
sweeping views of the course snaking off into the 
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Dirt Rally 


Developer/publisher Codemasters 
Format PC 
Release Out now 


Even completing 
a stage in 

the relatively 
tame classic 
Mini Cooper 5 
will leave you 
feeling battered 
and fatigued 


TEAM SPIRIT 

As well as a suite of tuning 
options, you can delve further 
into car maintenance through 
the team management system. 
Along with new vehicles, and 
repairing damage to them, your 
money can be spent on service 
crew to help you keep on top 
of things between stages, 
consisting of a crew chief and 
several engineers. Engineers 
have particular specialisms that 
reduce the time it takes to 
repair certain components, so 
should be hired on the basis of 
what you tend to damage the 
most when driving. Your crew 
chief will gradually become 
more experienced as you finish 
stages, too, which increases the 
efficiency of the crew overall. 
Once engineers are experienced 
enough, you'll also be able to 
choose perks that reduce the 
development time for upgrades. 


distance. The game dispenses with the Ego engine's 
characteristic vaseline smear, offering up a considerably 
sharper look and cooler hues that make it feel like the 
elements are soaking into your race suit. 


Dirt Rally spreads its events across rally, 
Rallycross and hill climbing. Rally makes up the bulk 
of the game and inarguably provides the most engaging 
driving, but Codemasters has secured an official FIA 
World Rallycross licence and three real-world tracks 
which, when combined with a bit of convincing UK 
drizzle, are genuinely thrilling. Rallycross also provides 
an opportunity for the studio to include some head-to- 
head online racing. The aforementioned Pikes Peak is 
the only hill climb on offer, but is presented in two 
flavours: one neutered all-tarmac version, and a tarmac/ 
gravel split. Alongside the championships and single 
events, there are also daily, weekly and monthly 
challenges, which pay out more handsomely if you 

can put in a strong enough performance. 

Even with these additional payouts, however, Dirt 
Rally's structure requires a little too much grinding 
right now. While the oldest cars can be bought with the 
proceeds of a couple of fourth-place finishes, prices 
quickly ramp up. And you won't be able to take part 
in events for which you don't own the right type of 
vehicle, which means your choice of activities is rather 
limited at the beginning. There's little in the way of 
guidance or tutorials to break you in, and all of this, in 
concert with the game's punishing difficulty, can make 
it feel a little overwhelming. 

There are other niggling issues. You can recover 
your vehicle, and even magically inflate burst tyres, 
at the cost of a time penalty, but you'll often be auto- 
recovered in situations you could've extricated yourself 
from more quickly than the 15 seconds that get added to 
the clock. It can be frustrating to have your hard-won 
efforts compromised by a hairpin taken too tightly, but 
for the most part mistakes feel like your responsibility 
— if you ignored your co-driver's warning about not 
cutting that deceptive left two over the crest, then you 
only have yourself to blame. 

In its current form, lacking as it does a slick, easily 
readable interface and Codemasters' usual refinement 
when it comes to structuring, Dirt Rally feels like it 
could've done with a month or two more in Early 
Access. But those rough edges feel like a price worth 
paying for the removal of all the clutter and nonsense 
that's increasingly bloated a series apparently more 
interested in courting the mainstream US market than 
it was in its own heritage. What remains is a passionate, 
unyielding approximation of rally driving that not only 
evokes memories of the series’ purist beginnings, but 
also represents the most exhilarating driving В 
game Codemasters has created in years. 


RIGHT Rallycross stages take place 
on short courses that mix tarmac 
with dirt sections. You must drive 
a longer 'joker lap' once per race. 
MAIN Dirt Rally's portrayal of 
speed is terrifying, especially when 
winding your way through tightly 
packed trees. Mistakes are costly. 
BOTTOM Dirt Rally is best played 
with a wheel and using the in-car 
view, but its car models are 
certainly handsome. Your 
co-driver's instructions are 
replicated in easy-to-read 

icons at the top of the screen 
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ABOVE Dirt Rally's replays are engrossing, and well worth taking in. They 
make excellent use of camera angles and copious dust clouds to showcase 
your, uh, faultless driving lines (and embarrassingly buckled bodywork) 


PLAY 


Earth Defense Force 4.1: The Shadow Of New Despair 


ops. There goes another building. Our 
apologies to the family of the allied grunt 
who just took our misplaced RPG round to 
the noggin. And cripes, this is awkward, but when that 
other fellow was stuck in a giant spider's web and we 
tried to save him by shooting it down, we instead blew 
his leg off and sent him cartwheeling toward the 
horizon. We should send some flowers. Earth Defense 
Force has never been a good game for an Englishman. 
Were the screen not constantly teeming with countless 
aggressive, fast-moving enemies, we'd spend more time 
apologising to those we've accidentally wronged than 
saving those who are still alive. 
Earth Defense Force 4.1 is a remixed and expanded 
version of Earth Defense Force 2025, which was in turn 
a remixed and expanded version of Earth Defense Force 
2017. Despite Sandlot spending a decade making 
pretty much the same game, and in one of the most 
overcrowded genres on the planet, there's still nothing 
quite like EDF. There's the scale of the thing, for a start; 
the hordes of giant bugs skittering around the side of 
skyscrapers, swarming down the street at you, gobbing 
acid at you from rooftops. The gigantic robot walkers, 
firing plasma cannons in great purple arcs from a mile 
away. Fleets of drones clogging the sky while transport 
ships rain down more giant spiders, ants and hornets. 
Tonally, it's a world apart from the sombre, 
portentous style employed by most of what you'd think 
of as its peers, with a cheesy B-movie feel to the script 
and its cheerily overdone delivery. EDF’s tone isn’t just 
a matter of scriptwriting, however, but of mechanics 
too. The beating heart of the game is its massive, 
massed enemy threat, allied to a comical physics model 
that sends foes, allies and even yourself ragdolling 
across the city from the force of an explosion, and 
buildings that crumble when hit by a single RPG round. 
It's a recipe for absolute chaos — and also for absolute 
disaster. Given the overwhelming extent to which the 
odds are stacked against you, EDF should be the hardest 
game on the planet. And on the higher difficulties, it 
can sometimes feel like it. But Sandlot's greatest trick 
is making ammo an infinite resource, your destructive 
abilities hemmed in only by your chosen loadout's 
reload speed or cooldown time. Coming from a Destiny 
or a Halo — games that make the use of their most 
powerful weapons a risk, making you afraid that, if you 
use them now, you might not have any ammo when 
you need them most — this simple design choice is a 
revelation. The reason this is a game that makes us 
want to apologise every few seconds is that we're 
flinging rockets about willy-nilly, knowing that if one 
misses, a fresh clip is only a second or two away, and 
splash damage means friendly fire is a given. 
All this carnage has, in the past, meant that EDF had 
some low-budget technical issues to complement its 
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Developer Sandlot 
Publisher PQube 
Format PS4 
Release February 12 


To enjoy EDF, 
you've always 
needed to 

be willing to 
compromise. 
Those days are 
gone. It’s never 


felt so fluid 


EMOTES OF LIGHT 

There's a little more personality 
to your Al squadmates these 
days, with an almost constant 
level of chatter thanks to 
randomly chosen soundbites — 
about how they're looking 
forward to going home for 
dinner or to see a loved one – 
that occasionally make for some 
fine non sequiturs. You can now 
chip in too, with a sprawling 
menu of emotes, shouts and 
even songs activated using the 
D-pad or, more efficiently, 
through a radial menu 
controlled by the DualShock 4 
touchpad, meaning you're 
never more than a quick swipe 
away from the massed chant 
of "E-D-F! E-D-F!" that is this 
series' heart-thumping 
trademark. All told it's a cheery, 
relentlessly positive way of 
facing down the possible 

end of the human race. 


B-movie action: visuals that were a generation off 
the pace, and a framerate that couldn't keep up with 
the carnage. Well, no more: while far from the most 
handsome game, EDF 4.1 is the first in the series to run 
at a native 1080p on consoles, and the first to reach 
6ofps, where it remains the vast majority of the time. 
OK, sometimes it can't hack the pace — a level with 
dozens of robots and a giant, laser-spewing walking 
fortress sees the refresh rate fall to more familiar levels 
— but it's remarkably stable for the most part. To enjoy 
EDF, you've always needed to be willing to compromise; 
accepting that technical problems are a necessary 
sacrifice. Those days are gone. It's never felt so fluid. 
Well, relatively. The default Ranger class, with its 
stubby little jump and no sprint, is as ponderous as 
ever. Of the three other playable classes, the Wing Diver 
offers the most mobility, albeit at the cost of armour 
and destructive power, while the Fencer is a slow, hard- 
hitting tank that's now blessed with a rocket-powered 
jump to speed up its half-hour trudges across the 
game's enormous levels. The Air Raider, meanwhile, is 
designed to fight from distance, laying traps and calling 
in airstrikes bound to minutes-long cooldowns. It, more 
than the others, is meant for fourplayer online co-op, 
though all can be retooled to play more supportive roles 
with weapons designed to strengthen and heal allies, 
rather than make giant hornets explode. 


This is the biggest EDF to date, with a ludicrous 

89 story missions to be played solo or with company, 
and a further nine co-op-only stages, all spread over 
five difficulty levels. It will take an age to see it all, but 
as ever, doing so requires an awful lot of patience, a 
stomach for repetition, and a willingness to endure 
some of the most infuriating RNG around. New 
weapons drop at what seems like a tremendous rate 
but many will be duplicates, and many more will be too 
low-level to be of much use. More powerful weapons 
drop on the higher difficulties, but only if you can finish 
a level — and the Level o rocket launcher we were still 
running around with after ten hours is of little use on 
Hard, never mind Hardest or Inferno, the game's 
toughest challenge. As such, you're left replaying levels 
on lower difficulties in the faint hope of getting a 
decent drop, and the appeal quickly wears off. 

These are longstanding problems with EDF, however, 
and those lacking the stomach for the grind up through 
the difficulties will find more than enough on Normal 
to keep them going. It's the same game as ever, then, 
but it's never looked prettier or felt better. For fans, that 
will be plenty. For the uninitiated, there's never been a 
better time to pick up an infinite rocket launcher and 
lay waste to a couple of thousand humongous wasps. 
Whoops! There goes another apartment building. 

We really are ever so sorry. 


Тһе Wing Diver's weapons don't need reloading, but their use is 
governed by a meter that also limits your flight. Deplete it and you won't 
be able to fly until it's fully recharged — and your walk speed is terrible 
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УР These spiders аге по problem, 
really, but their web-making 
cousins are a different matter. 
Get caught in their web and 
you'll be reeled into your doom. 

Missile launchers are ideal 
for taking out flying enemies. 
The MLRA, shown here, locks 
on to up to ten targets at once. 

The game's biggest addition, 
if only in size, is the Godzilla-like 
Erginus. Regular weapons can't 
damage it — something you'll 
only learn after you survive its 
attacks for ten solid minutes. 
You'll deal with it from the 
cockpit of a gigantic mech suit 


EVE: Gunjack 


urprisingly, it's not the eyes that complain the 

loudest, despite being asked to gaze into a 

stereoscopic display inches away from our corneas. 
Nor is it the neck, which is bearing the weight of the 
Gear VR headset while the head jerks back and forth to 
line up enemy targets in our sight. No, the discomfort 
is in the right shoulder, the result of an extended play 
session tapping our right index finger to our temples. 
On the right side of the Gear VR hardware is a small 
touchpad. When pressed, it fires our guns; a backward 
swipe reloads, and a forward one deploys special 
weapon pickups. At first, we feel like Marvel's Cyclops. 
A few hours later, we feel like his arthritic granddad. 

Still, it's intoxicating stuff, at least early on. 
Enemies arrive in waves, and must be dealt with quickly 
— take a hit and the score multiplier, which builds with 
consecutive kills up to a maximum of x10, will be reset 
to zero. Certain enemies fire homing missiles, which 
can be shot down, but the minute a regular bullet leaves 
an opponent’s craft, you can kiss goodbye to your 
multiplier. Take too many hits and it's not game over; 
instead you can continue up to three times, though 
each one consumed will reduce the end-of-level payout. 
Special weapons give quick boosts to the multiplier. 


The hulking ships you face in boss battles are, oddly, less challenging than 
the fast, nimble drones that appear in the late game. Debris knocked loose 
mid-fight is hoovered up and attached to your craft to boost your defenses 
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Developer CCP Games Shanghai 
Publisher CCP Games 

Format Gear VR 

Release Out now 


While Gunjack spends its main 
missions riffing off Galaga, it's 
another classic, Asteroids, that 
inspires its two bonus stages. 
Great hulks of planetary matter 
hurtle towards you at varying 
speeds, and in increasing 
volume; you're helped along the 
way by red rocks, which explode 
and act as mini smart bombs, 
while green variants drop 
energy shards. While a pleasant 
enough diversion, it says much 
of its throwaway nature that it’s 
hived it off to an optional side 
mode, and used only twice. 


Smart bombs and homing missiles will quickly clear 
the screen for you; the large, spherical statis web slows 
enemies caught in its radius. The pick of the bunch is 
the artillery blast, which will catch an entire wave in the 
splash damage providing you can hit something with 

it. Knowing when to use them is key, of course, and 
Gunjack is built on the notion that you'll want to replay 
each level multiple times, honing your performance. 

It's classic arcade-shooter design, but also the 
game's downfall. As the difficulty builds, with cloaking 
and teleporting ships an almost constant threat, the 
appeal fades considerably as you realise that this is 
mostly a game of memory gained through repetition. 

And while most mobile games use the three-star 
rating as an optional pursuit for the committed player, 
here it's used as a roadblock to everyone. It drives the 
level unlock system, forcing you back to try to perfect 
the early stages before you can move on to the next. 
One mistake can ruin a run, and many of them won't 
even be your own, the touchpad often interpreting a 
reload swipe as an instruction to fire an empty magazine, 
or ignore your request to fire a special weapon. 

How would Wii sales have fared had Wii Sports 
tennis only been unlocked after you'd bowled a perfect 
game? This early in VR's resurgence, games should 
only dare ask for perfection if they're providing 
us the tools with which to reliably achieve it. 


E 


SteamWorld Heist 


ike a practised pilferer, SteamWorld Heist has 
mastered the art of the theft. It knows what to steal 
and where to steal from, and how best to use those 
spoils to its advantage. It understands, too, when fresh 
thinking is needed, using inventive new ways to rework 
old ideas. The result is a side-scrolling strategy game 
with a clarity of design and a strong sense of purpose. 
You begin by raiding a series of procedurally 
generated enemy ships, steadily amassing a motley 
band of space thieves. Yes, your group of corsairs and 


crooks want money — or rather water, the SteamWorld's 


most valuable commodity — but they're a likeable 
bunch, every bit as motivated by the adventure, the 
camaraderie, and the heroic desire to help out friends 
and strangers alike, whether driving back a fleet of 
vicious scrappers or taking on the Royalists. 

At times, you'll be reminded of two of 2015's most 
distinctive strategy games. Its heists play like a turn- 
based version of The Swindle; there's a similar tension 
once you've raised the alarm, as you weigh up the risk 
of hunting down the rest of the loot against hightailing 
it with your current swag before reinforcements arrive. 
And it's like Nintendo's Code Name: STEAM in that it 
prioritises careful consideration of your environment 


The beauty of robots is that they don't stay dead — but they won't gain 
any experience from the mission they perished in. Still, the odd easy quest 
for lone raiders ensures they don't fall too far behind their teammates 


Developer/publisher Image & Form 
Format 305 
Release Out now 


Image & Form strips back plenty 
of genre baggage. As a turn 
begins you can instantly parse 
your shooting and movement 
limits, highlighted in orange and 
blue respectively. Once you've 
planted your feet you can draw 
your gun if you haven't strayed 
beyond the orange zone, or use 
an ability. Some of these are 
permanent perks, unlocked 
upon levelling up, while others 
are conveyed by equipped gear. 
The third gear slot is for hats, 
which you collect by shooting 
them off enemies' heads. 


and your place within it from an unconventional 
viewpoint. As your turn ends, you'll need to hunker 
behind barrels, using scenery to minimise potential 
sight lines, or taking advantage of an ally's single turn 
of invulnerability to shield a weakened team member. 

You're never entirely safe when projectiles can 
rebound off walls and ceilings, but you can similarly 
turn the tables against opponents cowering behind 
shields or energy barriers. Attacking is akin to billiards, 
allowing you to line up elaborate trick shots, though 
you'll only get an aiming line with certain guns. If 
your judgement with a regular pistol or assault rifle 
isn't quite so true, you may prefer to bring launchers 
or grenades into battle, or spray buckshot from closer 
range. There's no RNG, but you'll need to mind the 
natural sway of each character's aiming arm. Who 
knew robots breathed so heavily? 

Missions are wonderfully compact and briskly 
paced, sweeping you through a substantial campaign 
with style to match. There's rich detail in the character 
animations, while the sound designers capture 
everything from the metallic clink of shell casings and 
destroyed parts hitting gantries to the thick slurp of a 
leaking oil pipe. Your ramshackle ship and its occupants 
might clank and hiss, but SteamWorld Heist is no bucket 
of bolts; carefully crafted from the finest of parts, 8 
it's an impeccably tuned апа well-oiled machine. 
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Fast Racing Neo 


hree years ago, Shin'en greeted Wii U's launch 

with the technically excellent but generic and 

soulless twin-stick shooter Nano Assault Neo, and 
we wondered whether the German studio might one day 
make a game that played as good as it looked. Now, with 
the console heading into its twilight, Shin'en is back 
with a technically excellent but generic and soulless 
futuristic racing game, and we're still left wondering. 

At least this time it's working in a genre that hasn't 
reached saturation point — though the series' return 
probably has less to do with Shin'en having a strong 
new idea, so much as a desire to capitalise on the 
continued absence of F-Zero. Certainly, there are some 
who'll embrace this as if it were the ideal substitute, 
and in certain respects it's a convincing facsimile. 
Its title isn't misleading: races move at a blisteringly 
quick pace, and it offers a steep challenge to rival 
Amusement Vision's GameCube classic. It looks the 
part, too: slick and shiny, with a rock-solid framerate 
that no amount of weather effects, giant mechs and 
colossal Dune-like sandworms can disturb. 
Soon after you boost off the first grid (your Mario 

Kart instincts will serve you well here), it quickly 
becomes apparent that Nintendo — or, for that matter, 


Obstacles approach at such speed that you've often little time to react. 
The trigger buttons allow you to lean into turns for sharper cornering, 
though the effect is negligible unless you also take your foot off the gas 
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Developer/publisher 
Shin'en Multimedia 
Format Wii U 
Release Out now 


PHASE VALUE 

Fast Racing Neo's Ikaruga-style 
colour-switching mechanic 

is no game-changer, though it 
adds a degree of tactical risk. 
Squeezing the left shoulder 
button will change your vehicle's 
phase from blue to orange, and 
you'll need to match the colour 
of boost strips and jump pads to 
take advantage of them. Then 
again, it might not be worth 
straying from your racing line 

if it leaves you in the wrong 
place for a jump, or when 
you're headed for a line of orbs 
to top up your manual boost. 


Studio Liverpool — shouldn't be too concerned. Fast 
Racing Neo might have speed to burn, but its handling 
model leaves plenty to be desired. It simply isn't 
twitchy enough: even moderate corners are bizarrely 
difficult to negotiate without heavy braking or bouncing 
between the walls on either side of the track. Jumps are 
particularly graceless, your craft wobbling in mid-air as 
if made from tin foil, and touching down with all the 
elegance of a rookie pilot landing a plane with a 
malfunctioning undercarriage. 

Steadily, you'll acclimatise to these control foibles, 
but it's harder to cope with the ludicrous punishment 
for a single crash, which can see you dumped back 
before the offending hazard, instantly relegated from 
first to last place. Likewise the capricious collisions, 
with one involved party seemingly chosen at random to 
be sent into a canned spin animation. Should you enter 
the final race of a tournament with a chance of reaching 
the podium, it will invariably contrive the one result 
that leaves you out of the medals — though you could 
argue that's entirely in keeping with genre tradition. 

Multiplayer offers a more level playing field, even 
with the improved stats of later vehicles, while a simple 
online component benefits from some robust netcode. 
Handling aside, this is a competent future racer, 
but even at maximum velocity it fails to stir the 
blood like the games to which it's most indebted. 
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DESIGN AFICIONADO 


ave! Come back! Тһе platoon is making a carefully 

planned assault on an enemy base; yes, you're the 

cannon fodder, a meat shield for our primary 
damage-dealer with the grenade launcher, but war is 
sacrifice. And wandering off on your own, directly into 
the path of that sniper tower, is only going to send you 
to your maker all the sooner. You're supposed to stay 
with your comrades, not split off from the group on the 
whim of a dice roll. War is hell, sure, but no one ever 
said anything about it being this random. 

Sony San Diego clearly has a bit of a thing for RNG. 
It's what drags Dave needlessly off course to his doom 
and decides whether his and his allies’ bullets will hit 
their targets. It's the driver of a Titanfall-style card 
modifier system that decides your end-of-level rewards. 
It's there in a light crafting system that lets you 
combine perk cards for a shot at a more powerful one. 
It's the beating heart of a game in a genre — pacy 
realtime strategy — that needs to be reliable, and many 
of its systems have been designed around combating 
randomness first, and the enemy second. Perks improve 
accuracy, reload time and so on, either reducing the 
margin of error or the impact of it. Special moves — 
bombing runs, firebombs, tear gas to stun enemy troops 


The closest you get to a way of testing your defences is CPU Defend mode, 
which has waves of Al minions assault your base. There are odd impromptu 
assaults to defend, too, but both grant you the use of special moves 


Killstreak 
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Guns Up 


Developer Sony San Diego 
Publisher SCE 


Format Р54 
Release Out now 


Guns Up is free to play, and 

as such comes with multiple 
currencies, each serving a 
different purpose in an 
economy that's ultimately all 
about getting you to open your 
wallet. The premium currency, 
Gold, can be used to hire a unit 
you haven't yet unlocked, or on 
Hearthstone-style card packs. 
Perhaps its most optimistic 

use is in the base-building 
component. Fancy spending a 
pound on a campfire for your 
HQ, or 50р on some bluebells? 
Thought not. Us neither. 


"ы 
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— act as smart bombs or stalling tactics for when your 
troops prove incapable of completing the task at hand. 

The concept's a fine one, at least. Guns Up is an 
asynchronous multiplayer RTS in which you build a 
base, surrounding your HQ with bunkers, sniper towers 
and cover for your troops, unlocking more toys as you 
rank up. Then you head off into battle, attacking other 
players' creations, and wait for reports to come in on 
how your defences are holding up. There's nothing 
wrong with Guns Up on paper. 

In practice, there's plenty. Astonishingly, there's no 
replay function for your defensive performances. On 
the attack you're far too reliant on specials because 
none of your men can shoot straight, and Dave's got 
stuck behind a tree. And the whole thing is a technical 
mess, with the framerate plummeting when you pan the 
camera across the battlefield, and transitions between 
menu screens often looking more like a shoddy GIF 
than a PS4 game. Guns Up is built around engagement — 
not of the military kind, but commitment, a willingness 
to play over and over to rank up and unlock more 
powerful tools. But everything that's laid on top of it 
has the opposite effect, pushing you away with 
annoying RNG, bad ideas and abysmal execution. Before 
long, your troops will be waving the white flag, going 
off to play something else, leaving Dave to his ЕН 
well-deserved appointment at the pearly gates. 
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Nintendo 
Land 


How the game designed to sel 
Wii U outlined its troubled future 


By Curis SCHILLING 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EAD Group No 2) Format Wii U Release 2012 
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ately, Nintendo has spent a 


lot of time looking back. 

This isn't uncommon for a 

company that has a unique 

relationship with its past: 

at once reliant upon, 

tethered to, and perhaps 

even restricted by it. In its 

expanding line of Amiibo figures it has 

accented its toy-maker heritage, but we're 

ИЭ ЭЭ ЭЭЭ talking about the way it's returned to its 

arcade heritage: witness the stern test of the 

challenge stages in the two most recent New 

Super Mario Bros games, the snappy timing- 

based tests of Rusty’s Real Deal Baseball, or 

even Nintendo Badge Arcade’s UFO catchers. 

But it's perhaps most clearly seen in 

Nintendo Land, which presented a robust 

challenge in keeping with the era while 

pointing toward the company's immediate 
future with its idiosyncratic new console. 

Nintendo's aim, as outlined by the late 
Satoru Iwata, was to bridge the gap between 
the expanded market and its veteran fans — 
and what better way to do that than return 
to a time where games could be both 
straightforward and accessible enough to 
appeal to a broader audience, yet difficult 
enough to keep seasoned 
entertained? A fine idea in theory, but 
there’s something naïve about the solution, 
which appears to be founded upon the 
misguided notion that if grandma had 
mastered ten-pin bowling she might now be 
in the mood to learn how to strafe. Besides, 
that ship had sailed: Iwata’s Blue Ocean 
strategy was only temporarily successful, 
with much of the Wii audience having long 
since moved on to cheap or free mobile and 
browser-based games. 

Even setting aside that market shift, it 
was clear Nintendo Land wasn't ever going to 
be the new Wii Sports as early as its initial 
unveiling during the laboured Ез 2012 
presentation. Producer Katsuya Eguchi 
seemed to tie himself in knots trying to 
explain how to play Luigi’s Ghost Mansion, a 
simple asymmetric stealth game. If there’s 
one moment that sums up the disparity, it’s 
when robotic host Monita intones over the 
loading screens, “Here’s an overview of the 
controls” — a far cry from the immediacy of 
swinging a Remote to hit a tennis ball. 

This was not what long-time Nintendo 
fans were looking for, either. A funfair with 


мегі 


players 


attractions themed around classic series like 
Mario and Zelda? Sure. Miis and minigames?| 
Not so much. Nintendo’s dilemma is tacitly| 
acknowledged by the game's look, which is 
as obvious an example of bet-hedging as 
youll see: welcoming enough for 
newcomers, while letting loyalists know this 
wasn't the ‘real’ Zelda or Mario — that yg " - 
they'd be along later. Well, some of them ——————— 
would - and doesn't Captain Falcons 
Twister Race seem ever more like a slap іп ===- 
the face? Indeed, with the exception of the 

Prime trilogy on Virtual Console, Metroid 

Battle was the last we'd see of Samus Aran’s} 

Varia Suit on Wii U. | 


At first glance, that aesthetic suggests 
a lack of strong direction. This is, after all, a 
theme park that opens with spotlights 
trained upon a theatre’s drapes. Walk 
around the hub and you'll note that 
everything is hand-crafted, but there are 
strange little inconsistencies. Its floor is a 
patchwork of hand-stitched segments, 
connected by metal plates and screws. Its 
attractions are made of wood, plastic and, 
oddly, pixel art. The hub itself grows 
cluttered with objects that bounce, unpack, 
fold up and take off as you touch them; 
eventually, there are too many to hold 
onscreen at once and they’ll pop into 
existence as you get closer. It’s a bit of a 
muddle, then, but as a result it has much 
more character than the blandly 
approachable Wuhu Island. Balloon Trip 
Breeze’s day-night cycle is signalled by a 
shower curtain being pulled across the 
screen, while Bokoblin attacks tear holes in 
Link’s tunic, revealing ripped stitches and a 
wisp of soft stuffing. The plasticky candies 
in Animal Crossing: Sweet Day resemble 
miniature gashapon capsules, while Donkey 
Kong’s Crash Course is enlivened Бу 
chalkboard doodles and contraptions made 
from yarn and buttons. It still leans on past 
designs, but art director 
Sakaguchi’s bold approach would later find a 
more suitable outlet in the effervescent pop 
stylings of Splatoon. 

If the visuals suggest a publisher unsure 
of its audience, then the attractions 
themselves betray Nintendo's uncertainties 
about the strengths of its GamePad. The six 
singleplayer games аге largely centred 
on the idea of presenting different 
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information on both screens and asking the 
player to connect the two for a more 
complete picture. Yoshi's Fruit Cart seems to 
———— ake the best use of that concept, though in 
raising the challenge by having the fruit 
move around one screen, it increasingly 
devalues the other. Octopus Dance, а 
reminder that motion controls and rhythm- 
action don't mix, flips the player's avatar 
and inks over one display to force your gaze 
to alternate between the two as you attempt 
to interpret and then mimic basic dance 
moves — a clever concept, but one with 
limited appeal. Captain Falcon's Twister Race 
attempts to convince us of the value of two 
different perspectives, but this slow, tilt- 
based a pale shadow of its 
inspiration. Takamaru’s Ninja Castle, 
meanwhile, is not only the most tenuous 
link to Nintendo's past, based on a long- 


racer is 
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forgotten Famicom Disk System game, but 
would benefit from being played with a 
Wiimote instead of a GamePad. 

Even one of the better games, the 
otherwise enjoyable Balloon Ттір Breeze, 
struggles with its remit: it's easier to retain 
finer control of your floating character by 
keeping your eyes fixed on the TV, glancing 
down only briefly to tap 
occasional blocky obstruction. The lone 
unqualified success is the superb Donkey 
Kong's Crash Course. This uses the big 
screen for an overview of the entire level 
while the player, with furrowed brow, grips 
the GamePad, using both analogue sticks, 
its triggers, its gyroscope and even the 
microphone to guide a flimsy cart through a 
lengthy and challenging obstacle course. 

The multiplayer activities, meanwhile, 
were built around an idea that Nintendo had 


away the 


ABOVE In games where the 
player's attention is drawn to 
the GamePad, the TV often 
presents the action as a live 
broadcast, occasionally shifting 
the camera for a different view 


explored before, most notably with the 
asymmetric experiment of Miyamoto pet 
project Pac-Man Vs. Similarly, the three 
games here are all variants on hide and seek. 
Luigi's Ghost Mansion tasks a GamePad 
ghost with sneaking up and scaring players 
with flashlights whose beams burn the 
spirit into fleeing. It’s enjoyable, even as it 
exacerbates a problem many foresaw when 
Wii U was unveiled: it’s much more fun if 


IT EXACERBATES A PROBLEM MANY 
IT’S MUCH MORE FUN IF 
YOU'RE THE ONE HOLDING THE GAMEPAD 


you're the one holding the GamePad. Sweet 
Day arguably has the opposite problem, 
setting one player the onerous challenge of 
simultaneously guiding two canine pursuers, 
working both sticks to trap and catch 
candy-stealing elephants. Mario Chase, on 
the other hand, is a game of winning 
simplicity, and an instant Nintendo classic: 
Toads must work together with relatively 
limited fields of view to corner a fugitive 
Mario within two minutes. Still, as bright, 
instantly understandable and replayable as it 
is, it nevertheless suffers from the lack of 
modes and options. Just three arenas are 
available — one more than in Sweet Day. 


The three co-operative multiplayer 
games are arguably the only attractions 
that don't feel underdeveloped. Pikmin 
Adventure, a rudimentary dungeon-crawler, 
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Mario Chase stages changes 
dramatically with four or 
five Toads involved. If there's 
only one pursuer, they'll be 
assisted by Al-controlled 
Yoshi carts, whose 
extendable tongues will 
temporarily stun Mario 
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PLATINUM 
GAMES 


Nintendo Land might 
have benefitted 

from fewer, more 
substantial attractions, 
but no one could 
suggest that it 
doesn't offer a lasting 
challenge. That's 
perhaps to be 
expected from a 
full-price release but, 
even so, it's surprising 
just how hard you 
have to work to see 
everything. The Master 
Rank time limits in 
Pikmin Adventure's 
Challenge mode are 
exceptionally strict; 
the same goes for 
The Legend Of Zelda: 
Battle Quest, and the 
targets to attain 
platinum trophies in 
the solo activities. 
Donkey Kong's Crash 
Course, meanwhile, 
proved so exacting 
that many assumed 

it was just a single 
stage, only for it to 
flip over as you 
reached the goal 

to reveal another. 
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is significantly more entertaining when 
you're marshalling your diminutive troops 
from a GamePad, however, with the lone 
large Pikmin left to button-mash their way 
through mechanical versions of the series’ 
familiar fauna, while being helpless to 
resist the call of Olimar’s whistle. Zelda- 
and Metroid-themed battlers work better by 
giving players with Remotes equal billing, 
and encouraging careful teamwork. Though 
Wii U’s esoteric controller makes for a 
similarly unorthodox bow and arrow, it at 
least frees up space on the big screen for 
sword-wielding Links. Metroid goes one 
step further in complexity, with Samus’s 
gunship controlled via ап ostensibly 
cumbersome setup involving both sticks, 
shoulder buttons and gyroscopic aiming. A 
competitive alternative makes for a rather 
unfair fight — a half-decent hunter will run 
rings around the comparatively unwieldy 
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seconds off your time. 
Tellingly, the race comes 
to a halt every four stages 
50 you can recalibrate 

the tilt controls 


craft — though the ability to set a handicap 
addresses that somewhat. 

Considered on its own terms, Nintendo 
Land is a fine and sometimes inspired game, 
stuffed with creative ideas, even if none of 
them are quite realised fully enough. But it's 
impossible to fully divorce the result from 
the intent. Wii Sports was a straightforward 
idea executed to near-perfection, at least in 
terms of what Nintendo was hoping to 
achieve with it. Resort, too, was a convincing 
demonstration of the capabilities of the 
MotionPlus — and doubled as a series of 
proofs of concept for mechanics that would 
recur in Skyward Sword. By contrast, it's hard 
to imagine Nintendo Land's ideas being 
repurposed for EAD's next Zelda game or, 
for that matter, for two-screen or 
asymmetric play to be a cornerstone of NX. 

For better and worse, then, Nintendo 
Land is the quintessential Wii U game. Like 
its host hardware, its a muddle of 
interesting ideas, awkwardly combined into 
a package that tries to deliver something 
for everyone, but ultimately only really 
appeals to a comparatively niche playerbase. 
That wouldn't be particularly important for 
any other game, but for something made as 
Wii U's flagship launch title, designed both 
to sell us on the value of the GamePad and 
inspire new developers with its ideas, 
Nintendo Land is a failure, albeit a noble one. 
It will be remembered fondly by many for 
its flashes of brilliance, while standing as 
the best possible exemplar of why Wii U 
failed to take off. B 
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JAMES LEACH 


Postcards From The Clipping Plane 


Conveniently ignoring the serious side of videogame development 


of games. It’s the survival of the fittest. 

Whatever you have to do, whoever you 
need to trample on, you just hang in the until 
the next level, when things, briefly, get a little 
easier. Then you reload and start again. 

That's what developing games is like, as 
we all know, but it's the same when you play 
them. What people now call, without irony, a 
doggie dog world. And it leads to something 
people are calling, also without any irony, 
narrative dissonance. This is the when the 
characters get created, fleshed out and 
realised to such a degree that they overtake 
anything you'd see in a film or TV show. In the 
dozens of hours you'll devote to a game, the 
character progression never stops. It’s seen as 
a reward for staying with the title. 

And the dissonance bit is when we end up 
with characters who are simply too full to exist 
in a world where they're repeatedly blown up, 
shot, hit by torpedoes and so on, and they 
respawn to do it all over again. The thinking is 
that this doesn't work. Anybody who simply 
starts again where they met their violent 
demise just can’t be a character you can 
believe in. Touching, important scenes just 
seem wasted or, worse, out of place. 

We want to care, though. In fact, we do 
care. And we are more than happy to fill in 
the gaps ourselves. | recently dived back into 
GTAV, a game in which l've never put enough 
time to be very good at. | was busily running 
around shooting people in an online game, no 
headset plugged in, when | got cornered by 
cops. After plenty of gunfire, | was about to 
give up when a hugely impressive sports car 
pulled up. | ran to it and climbed inside. It was 
being driven by another human player, 
someone l'd never met before. And that's 
when it got interesting. The car raced off with 
me aboard. And to say it was driven with skill 
is а gross understatement. All | could do was 
sit back and enjoy the immensely rapid ride. 

We lost the five-oh with ease and drove to 
some deserted area. Here my driver got out 
and І followed suit. | could have shot him, or 


F veryone is out for themselves in the world 


It was, to put it simply, like 
hanging out with James Bond. 
No, better than that – at no 
point did he try to kiss me 


tried to. | strongly suspect he would have hit 
me first and that would have been that. But 
this guy had rescued me. Yes, guy. | know. But 
he was a male character in the game and 
statistically it’s likely he was male in real life. 
Whatever his gender, he was a Dude. 

The Dude proceeded to drop a large 
number of weapons and ammo, which | swear 
he gestured me to pick up although that can’t 
be true. | did so and he got back in the car. 
And waited for me. | climbed in, of course. 
And over the next 20 minutes | followed the 
Dude through some of the most intense 
gaming | can remember. All | did was follow 


my hero, opening fire on whoever he opened 
fire on. He saved me many times, he let me 
take kills he could easily have carried out 
himself, and at every stage, when it was time 
to go, he did a quick forward-and-back jiggle 
which | realised meant ‘get into the car’. It 
was, to put it simply, like hanging out with 
James Bond. No, better than that — at no point 
did he try to kiss me or get grumpy because 
his life was one of soulless state-sanctioned 
killing and he was missing Judi Dench. 

OK, obviously having someone enormously 
capable on your side is fun in any multiplayer 
game, but the thing about all this was that the 
Dude was clearly providing me with an 
experience | could never have had otherwise. 
This would undeniably have been fun for him, 
and there’s something lovely about being so 
good that you can shepherd others. I’ve done 
it myself, in the multiplayer iPad air combat 
games Rise Of Glory and Storm Raiders. 

While my thrill ride was going down, | 
was writing the story in my head. By simply 
waiting for me to do things, by showing me 
where he wanted me to hide during 
ambushes, and by doing his get-in-the-car 
jiggle, the Dude became more real and more 
of a friend than | thought possible. Of course, 
knowing there was ап actual person 
somewhere doing all this added a level of 
humanity that | wouldn't have felt if he'd been 
an NPC. We both knew that we were sharing 
something, and the very fact that | worked so 
hard to understand what he wanted and then 
carried it out showed him that | got it. Trying 
my best was my way of saying thank you. 

I'd love to say that this bonding exercise, 
this masterclass in cop-shooting and human 
relations, ended well, but we died in a fireball 
when the helicopter the Dude was flying 
beautifully, with me in the back, got splatted 
by some oik in a jet. My mate vanished, never 
to respawn again. Dude, if you're reading 
this, get in touch. I'll PayPal your mom the 
money for a lemonade. You've earned it. 


James Leach is a BAFTA Award-winning freelance writer 
whose work features in games and on television and radio 
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